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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has presented evolving challenges for educational leaders. This study
will explore the crisis management practices of PK-12 public school superintendents.
Specifically, the team will consider effective resilience-building practices as a means for leaders
to manage a prolonged crisis. A comparative case study was conducted to analyze publicly
available documents across two cases (Eastern and Western regions) in the state of Washington.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, school communities only had access to publicly available
documents emphasizing the importance of exploring forward facing documents. The analysis of
the study was informed by the theoretical framework of Critical Race Theory with specific
consideration of the concept of majoritarian narrative in addition to the conceptual framework of
resiliency-building. Data was collected and analyzed for themes relating to the identified crisis
management and resilience-building practices. The team utilized an InVivo coding process to
identify verbatim codes that were then coded thematically to identify major themes. Eight themes
emerged from the data after multiple rounds of interrater coding rounds including: (a)
community, (b) collaboration, (c) resources, (d) racial equity, (e) communication, (f) socialemotional supports, (g) gratitude, and (h) perseverance. In conjunction with thorough research,
the analysis indicated that in order for communities to build resilience, there must be an
emphasis on community voice through collaboration with leaders. The study concludes with a
framework for leaders seeking to implement resilience-building practices in their crisis
management that support the development and maintenance of resilient communities.
Keywords: crisis management, resiliency, COVID-19, school leaders, leadership, crisis,
CRT, majoritarian narrative, adaptive leadership,
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction
One thing is certain in PK-12 public education administration: nothing is certain (Liou,
2014). Leaders in education are responsible for navigating complex and multifaceted situations
daily in addition to being charged with implementing crisis management practices (Gainey, 2010;
Liou, 2014). The school building is an essential organization within the community that serves
students and families through a variety of services such as access to technology, communication,
and basic necessities (Werner, 2014). Currently, school communities are impacted by the
complexities of the SARS-CoV-2, also known as COVID-19 global pandemic and its many
economic implications as well as health concerns, all of which can be impacted by the crisis
management practices of leaders. COVID-19 is a new disease caused by a novel (or new)
coronavirus that humans have not previously seen (CDC, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has
caused nationwide school closure, sheltering in place, and physical distancing (CDC, 2020).
Therefore, when crises are managed poorly, stakeholders are unable to benefit from opportunities
they may have previously accessed. Limited access to health care services, nutritional programs,
or other essential services like PK-12 education creates uncertainties within communities (Barge,
2012; Selart, Johnsen, & Nesse, 2013). As such, this study seeks to utilize a comparative case
study to explore crisis management practices of PK-12 leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Coombs (2007), a foundational scholar in the work of crisis management and crisis
communication, describes a crisis as an unexpected incident that threatens the lives of people and
the social environment. In the world of education, public school administrators are not the only
ones who are expected to respond and manage crisis situations. PK-12 public schools are
comprised of people within the community and every community faces inevitable crises that
impact functionality (Olinger Steeves et al., 2017). These community members can range from
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individual families to organized groups such as neighborhood watch, PTA, Boys & Girls Club,
and the YMCA. The outbreak of COVID-19 has impacted communities across the globe and thus
serves as a variable for consideration in this study. Boin and McConell (2007) offer that
“research on large-scale natural disasters strongly suggests that an effective response during the
immediate aftermath (the first hours and days) critically depends on the resilience of citizens,
first-line responders, and operational commanders” (p. 54). Thus, resilience serves as an
important consideration in the study.
In a review of the literature, we found that there was an array of definitions for resilience,
but the definition chosen by our team encompasses the lived experiences of individuals during
the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic due to the prolonged nature of the crisis. The following
definition will be used in this study to explore resilience: “the capacity for successful adaptation,
positive functioning despite high-risk status, chronic stress, or following prolonged or severe
trauma” (Egeland, Carlson, & Sroufe, 1993, p. 517). Our literature review will therefore contain
research on resiliency and crisis management practices in the PK-12 public school setting.
However, further exploration of how leaders may utilize resiliency in relation to crisis
management practices begs further examination (Paredes et al., 2021). Due to the nature of the
pandemic and the access communities have to information from superintendent leaders, it is
essential to explore through the perspective of individuals within the community warranting the
use of publicly available documents in this study. The goal of our research is to explore how
resiliency may be utilized as a crisis management practice by PK-12 public school
superintendents through a qualitive case study. Specifically, we explored resiliency in
comparison with crisis management practices through a comparative case study that allowed us
to examine data from both the Eastern and Western halves of the state of Washington.

RESILIENCE-BUILDING PRACTICES DURING COVID-19

16

Statement of the Problem
Public schools have previously demonstrated a vulnerability to crisis (Coombs, 2007;
Liou, 2015; Olinger Steeves et al., 2017). Examples of past crises faced by school communities
include 9/11, school shootings, and hazardous weather conditions, all of which required a
response from school leadership. Leaders are faced with the challenge of responding to and
managing crisis situations as they evolve as crisis management requires a set of skills and
training that allow leaders to navigate complex situations (Coombs, 2007; Liou, 2015; Selart,
Johnsen, & Nesse1 2013; Smith & Riley 2012; Wooten & James, 2008). Tokel (2018)
specifically notes that for leaders to be effective crisis managers, they must possess “special and
superior skills” including the ability to implement policy and manage communication with the
community (p. S902). The leaders of PK-12 public education institutions must be able to apply
the skills of a crisis management team, along with their own expertise to prevent long-term
damage to the organization’s integrity (Coombs, 2007; Shrivastava & Mitroff, 2013; Waller, Lei,
& Pratten, 2014). Waller, Lei, & Pratten (2014) explain that these individuals must employ a
breadth of strategic vision and authority to make decisions, communicate, and allocate resources
under extenuating circumstances. While these expectations to manage crises effectively are
placed on PK-12 leaders, a general problem is that school leaders must implement consistent and
effective crisis management practices despite evolving complexities within the organization’s
environment (Bundy et al., 2016; Coombs, 2007; Daft, 2016; Gainey, 2010; Nickerson,
Serwacki, Brock, Savage, Woitaszewski, & Reeves, 2014; Smith, 2017). A leader’s ability to
continually implement crisis management practices, including those that support the community,
are necessary during long-term crises like the COVID-19 pandemic (Smith, 2017). Crises that
occur over prolonged amounts of time can subsequently impact the leader’s ability to support the
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resilience of the community they serve (Smith, 2017). Leaders may utilize resilience-building
practices aimed at supporting the community’s ability to tolerate ongoing adversity through
conscious or unconscious implementation (Kimhi et al., 2020; Smith, 2017; Wombacher et al.,
2017). Thus, the team explored how leaders within school communities are supporting and
building resiliency during a crisis.
Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative research is to examine a case study on how Washington
state district superintendents apply crisis management practices over a prolonged period when
addressing the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on school communities (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Mills & Gay, 2019). Specifically, the team utilized evidence-based research in resiliencybuilding and crisis communication practices to explore practices of PK-12 leaders. Resiliencebuilding practices were utilized as a conceptual framework to review the outward-facing
messages accessible to the community through publicly available documents. This is crucial due
to the minimal communication from superintendent leaders outside of publicly available
documents to school communities. The theoretical framework of Critical Race Theory (CRT)
grounds the analysis of the collected data. The team chose to utilize CRT as the theoretical
framework to explore the role of communication in relation to dominant narrative. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, school communities must acquire information from documents, other
publications offered by their school district, and online sources as a primary means of
information collection. As such, leaders may consciously or unconsciously implement practices
through their communication to support the school community’s resiliency as they navigate
prolonged exposure to stressors resulting from the pandemic. Thus, our team chose to review
public documents from two regions in the state of Washington in order to explore the messages
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available to the community. The objective of this study is to explore and describe crisis
management practices, including rhetorical and textual applications, as PK-12 leaders navigate
the dynamic nature of the pandemic. The findings from this study may strengthen current
research on crisis management and resilience-building practices in the public school setting.
Research Question
The following research questions will be explored:
1. What are the crisis management communication practices in the PK-12 public school

setting?
2. How do school leaders implement crisis management practices over prolonged

periods of uncertainty?
3. How do school district leaders implement resilience-building practices during a

crisis?
The body of research on crisis management in the PK-12 setting indicates that crises in
schools, including school shootings, domestic terrorism, and gang violence have been
investigated for decades (Starr, 2020; Werner, 2014; Wombacher et al., 2017). However, the
COVID-19 pandemic is a specific health crisis that has impacted schools in the United States
public education system in an unprecedented way in modern history. Despite the duration in
which an event occurs, (i.e., an act of violence on a school campus compared to a natural disaster
that impacts access to school for different periods of time,) crises require effective practices to
support communities in building resilience (Michelli, 2020; Sharma, 2020). There continues to
be limited research on empirical and theoretical analysis of crisis management practices that are
effective when leading during a crisis (Bundy et al., 2017; Wooten & James, 2008). By
conducting a comparative case study on the practices of school district leaders, we can begin to
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highlight aspects of resiliency-building practices in effective crisis management that aid leaders
in supporting school communities.
Analytical Frameworks
The study of PK-12 school administrators’ rhetorical response to crises is a growing body
of cross-disciplinary literature that scholars note should be examined with a consideration of
theoretical basis and practice (Bundy et al., 2016; Coombs, 2010; Pearson, Roux-Dufort & Clair,
2017). As such, the phenomenon of resilience-building practices has been utilized as the
conceptual framework to support the examination of data retrieved from publicly available
documents. Additionally, the theoretical framework of Critical Race Theory was used as a
foundation for data analysis. Crisis management in the PK-12 public school setting, while
analyzed by scholars in recent years has seldom utilized Critical Race Theory to examine if and
how the foundational principle of majority narrative impacts the practices of leaders (Capper,
2015). These two concepts served as the conceptual and theoretical frameworks of our study and
were used in the analysis of the data collected.
Resilience-building strategies have long been examined in the literature as both a
psychological practice, individual trait, and leadership strategy utilized to support employees or
stakeholders through times of adversity (Smith, 2017; Vanhove et al., 2016; Wong & Wong,
2012). Specifically, Vanhove and colleagues (2016) offer that resiliency-building programs have
been most recently utilized “as a means of primary prevention” from prolonged stress (p. 280).
Scholars in educational research offer that resiliency-building practices can be utilized to support
students in dealing with trauma and loss (Wong & Wong, 2012). We utilized the phenomenon of
resilience-building practices as a conceptual framework in this study.
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Critical Race Theory derives itself from critical legal studies with foundational authors
including Bell, Tate, Macedo, Delgado and Crenshaw (Capper, 2015; Tate, 1997). While some
early developments of the theory date back to the 1970s, it has become a prominent lens utilized
in the field of education (Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Tate, 1997). CRT scholars
utilize six tenets to examine the foundations and dynamics of race, racism, and power in the postcivil war era in the United States (Crenshaw, 2011; Capper, 2015; Tate, 1997). Those six tenets
include (a) permanence of racism (b) Whiteness as property (c) interest convergence (d) critique
of liberalism (e) intersectionality and (f) majoritarian narrative and counter storytelling (Capper,
2015). Capper (2015) notes that researchers identify the importance of CRT work in educational
leadership but struggle to use CRT in their own analysis and data. We were specifically interested
in using the tenet of majoritarian narrative as a lens to explore the impact of crisis management
practices of leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic in the PK-12 public school setting.
Therefore, the data was analyzed with consideration of the majoritarian narrative tenet. Further,
while the team explored various analytical frameworks, both CRT and resilience-building
practices provided a comprehensive approach to the current environment in addition to
continuous use within the literature and research.
Summary of Methodology
As a team, investigated the impacts of crisis management practices in leadership of PK12 school administrators through a comparative case study (Goodrick, 2020). Additionally, we
conducted our research utilizing two cases, based on geographical regions in Washington state
during their response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For the purposes of
our study, we recognized two distinct regions in the state, Eastern and Western Washington,
based on the Cascade Mountain range. Our team chose to identify five specific time periods over
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the course of the initial crisis response from PK-12 superintendents within each case. We defined
these parameters to further analyze patterns of crisis communication over prolonged periods
from leaders. Our team collected data over the following periods of time: (a) March-April 2020,
(b) May-June 2020, (c) August-September 2020, (d) November-December 2020, (e) March-April
2021. As our team analyzed documents over a period of time, we selected to utilize a
comparative case study methodology (Goodrick, 2020). Furthermore, analyzed publicly available
documents from both state and local PK-12 leadership. This approach was important due to
school communities receiving primary, if not all communication, through publicly available
documents, allowing us to gain the perspective of the identified communities. These documents
included direct messages from superintendents including, social media posts, school websites
updates, and newsletters. Direct communication from superintendents were defined as text or
audiovisual messages that were either signed by those individuals or were recorded videos of
them speaking to the school community. We gathered the data from our research utilizing
publicly available documents to offer descriptions of themes for a thorough understanding of
crisis management practices utilized by PK-12 superintendents (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Chapter
three provides more details about the specific design of this study.
Assumptions and Limitations
In any research study, it is crucial to identify the assumptions and limitations. Crisis will
continue to happen; thus, we are assuming that with the data collected and analyzed, future
leaders could aid in crisis management practices as well as resiliency-building practices. An
academic exploration of crisis management practices may provide a bias as a large body of the
research is founded in case studies and anecdotal evidence (Bundy et al., 2017).
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Another assumption made is that the impact of COVID-19 has significantly altered the
lives of individuals around the world. Delimitations of this study include the choice to review
publicly available documents. Examining publicly available documents provided the team the
ability to explore information from the perspective of the school community. Additionally, the
team chose to review specific documents to develop an in-depth understanding of the messages
and communication available to the school community.
We chose to focus on school districts in the state of Washington. This choice provided the
team with the ability to explore the impact of COVID-19 on the PK-12 school system regarding
crisis management practices and resiliency in two specific cases. Further, the decision of the
team to use Critical Race Theory as a theoretical framework provided a foundation to
understanding power in narrative and its relation to leader communication. This then can be
applied to the PK-12 system and the impact of the crisis management practices of leaders.
Our team is aware that the assumptions and themes delineated by our team during the
data collection and analysis process may have resulted in the application of conscious and
unconscious biases as all three researchers are currently working in the field of PK-12 education.
It is vital to be aware that findings may not be applicable across all leadership platforms.
Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study, the researchers defined the following terms as follows:
•

Communication. The exchange of information through human and non-human
devices that is verbal dialogue, written information, images, and behavior that is
clear, frequent, and timely, to respond to and manage a crisis (Bradler, Schiller,
Aitenbichler, & Liebau, 2009; Farías, 2013).
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Crisis. The perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important
expectancies of stakeholders that seriously impact an organization’s performance
and generates negative outcomes (Coombs, 2007; Smith & Riley, 2012; Selart,
Johnsen, Nesse, 2013).

•

Crisis Communication. An individual, team, and or system that collects and
disseminates information during a crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 1996).

•

Crisis Management. The response to unpredictable, unexpected, or out of control
events that place individuals and organizations at a disadvantage (Coombs, 2007;
Liou, 2015; Tokel, 2018)

•

Resilience. “The capacity for successful adaptation, positive functioning despite
high- risk status, chronic stress, or following prolonged or severe trauma” (Egeland,
Carlson, & Sroufe, 1993, p. 517).

•

School Community. “An assemblage of the people intimately attached to a schoolits teachers, administrators, students, and the students' families” (Redding, 1991)
Summary

In chapter one we outlined the general structure of our research study. This included our
statement of the problem, purpose, and research questions. Additionally, we provided an
overview of the conceptual and theoretical frameworks and methodology. The chapter concludes
with assumptions and limitations as well as the definitions of relevant terms. This first chapter
provides an outline of the study as well as previews information that can be found in later
chapters. Chapter two will further examine the literature guiding the study.
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review
This study explores the crisis management communication practices of PK-12 public
school district leaders. Current literature on crisis management practices, leadership, the
phenomenon of resiliency, and Critical Race Theory, were all explored to determine trends that
grounded this research. Specifically, how the principles of resiliency-building practices may be
utilized to support community throughout ever-evolving changes amidst a global crisis caused by
a pandemic. The research team sought to explore crisis management practices in the PK-12
setting during the response to the COVID-19 pandemic through the utilization of both conceptual
and theoretical frameworks in a comparative case study. Resilience-building, as a crisis
management practice, was utilized as the conceptual framework of the study. Additionally, the
team utilized the narrative tenet of CRT to explore how the existence of a majority narrative may
have impacted or influenced school district leaders’ crisis management communication practices.
Specifically, the team identified the following as effective crisis management practices that
encourage resiliency amongst school communities: promote joint preparation, encourage
adaptability, and recognize experiences in communication. Schools reflect communities, and
leaders, as reflective practitioners, must be aware of the crisis evolution to meet the needs of
their school communities. Further, the findings may contribute to current literature on crisis
management practices in the PK-12 setting as well as provide insight for leaders to prepare for
and implement effective crisis management practices in the near and distant future.
Crisis Management
The term “crisis” has many connotations for individuals and organizations alike. What
constitutes a crisis is varied amongst the literature. Over time, foundational scholars investigating
crisis have contributed new ways in which leaders can manage a crisis. Our team explored the
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literature to ground our research in the fundamentals of crisis management communication
practices. This portion of the chapter outlines the following: definitions of crisis, the evolution of
crisis management, crisis communication, and crisis management practices in schools. The
chapter concludes with specific crisis management practices that support resiliency in
communities. These practices, including collaboration with the community, fostering the
acceptance of uncertainty, and the demonstration of concern in communication, are utilized to
analyze data collected from the publicly available documents our team reviewed.
Defining Crisis
Fearn-Banks (1996) defines crisis as “a major occurrence with a potentially negative
outcome affecting an organization, company, or industry, as well as publics, products, services or
good name” (p. 1). They continue to explain how a crisis “interrupts normal business
transactions and can sometimes threaten the existence of the organization” (p. 1). Mitroff &
Anagonos (2001) define a crisis as “an event that affects or has the potential to affect the whole
of an organization.” Thus, if something affects only a small, isolated part of an organization, it
may not be a major crisis. In order for a major crisis to occur, “it must exact a major toll on
human lives, property, financial earnings, the reputation, and the general health and well-being of
an organization” (p. 34-35). Furthermore, Barton (2001) reviews a crisis as “an incident that is
unexpected, negative, and overwhelming” (p. 2). For the purpose of this study a crisis occurs
when events happen that are unpredictable, placing one at a disadvantage, unexpected, or out of
our control (Coombs, 2007; Liou, 2015; Tokel, 2018).
The Evolution of Crisis Management
Early scholars of crisis management research offer that while no one can prevent all
disasters or even predict how, when, and where they will occur, organizations can adopt a
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systemic and comprehensive perspective for managing a crisis more effectively (Mitroff et al.,
1987). Crisis management theorists propose strategies for preparing for and handling crises while
applying tactics to prevent or modify the impact of the crisis on the organization. Additionally,
crisis management refers to the ability of an organization to adapt to significant environmental
changes while maintaining the integrity and functionality of the organization (Coombs, 2007).
Fink (1986) was among the first of scholars to examine crisis management in stages. Fink’s
(1986) four-stage crisis management model include (1) prodromal, warning signs of a crisis
appear; (2) acute, a crisis occurs; (3) chronic, recovery period that can include lingering concerns
from the crisis; and (4) crisis resolution, the organization is back operating as usual (Coombs &
Holladay, 2011). Similarly, Mitroff (1994) delivers a five-stage model for managing a crisis: (1)
signal detection, seeks to identify warning signs and take preventative measures; (2) probing and
prevention, which is active search, and reduction of risk factors; (3) damage containment, where
a crisis occurs, and actions are taken to limit its spread; (4) recovery, an effort to return to normal
operations; and (5) learning, where people review the crisis management effort and learn from it.
Both scholars address the importance of observing the caution warning of a crisis to happen, with
the hope of implementing preventative strategies. Mitroff’s (1994) introduction of a two-stage
model is the first departure from the previously agreed-upon stages of crisis management.
Mitroff (1994) argues the importance of reducing the risk factors of the crisis along with
allowing people to learn from the crisis.
Furthermore, Coombs (2007) explains that the crisis management process can be
organized around a three-phase model, pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis. First, pre-crisis includes
signal detection, prevention, and preparation. Second, crisis covers recognition of the trigger
event and response. Third is post-crisis, it considers actions after operations have returned to
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normal and include providing follow-up information to stakeholders as well as learning from the
crisis event (Coombs, 2007). During a crisis, the relationship between an organization and its
stakeholders can become strained, thus, effective organizational communication during a crisis
attempts to move stakeholders beyond the critical event happening back to some stability
(Coombs, 2007).
Crisis Communication
A critical element in effective crisis management is crisis communication. Crisis
communication plays a key role in how an organization is perceived to have managed a crisis
and the impacts and outcomes that arise (Coombs & Holladay, 2011). In pre-crisis,
communication revolves around collecting information about crisis risks, making decisions about
how to manage potential crises, and training people who will be involved in the crisis
management process (Coombs & Holladay, 2011). Post-crisis involves dissecting the crisis
management effort, communicating necessary changes to individuals, and providing follow-up
crisis messages as needed (Coombs & Holladay, 2011).
A crisis in the educational setting can occur on both micro and macro scales, ranging
from individual struggles to global events such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Tokel’s (2018)
research on secondary school administrators’ crisis management practices offers that a crisis
must be prepared for as if it were a “crime” (p. 4). To achieve this, Tokel (2018) suggests that
leaders make attempts to prevent possible crises as well as prepare an exit from the crisis with
the least damage possible (Tokel, 2018). Daft (2016) offers a similar notion for leaders to
consider when adapting to changes in the external environment through planning, forecasting,
and responding. In both approaches, leaders are asked to prepare for the worst-case scenarios
through diligent and organized strategies. Due to the unpredictable nature of the COVID-19
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global pandemic, there was little school leaders could do prior to physical building closures in
March of 2020 across the United States. The U.S. Department of Education began meetings with
national stakeholders representing schools from all 50 states on March 20, 2020 (U.S.
Department of Education, 2020). Since that time, an ongoing effort to respond to the global crisis
has been the primary charge of PK-12 public school leaders.
Crisis Management Practices in Schools
During the response to the COVID-19 pandemic, school leaders were faced with a new
level of necessary communication with school communities. Seegar (2006) identifies that clear
and consistent communication can take form in various contexts and sets the precedence for best
practice in crisis communication. This study is informed by Seegar’s (2006) best practices in
crisis communication as the author’s research serves as a relevant resource in the current
educational crisis climate. The PK-12 system operates on a mechanistic top-down approach in
leadership (Daft, 2016). Service to the school community may be impacted when communication
is ineffective, unavailable, or inaccessible (Seegar, 2006). Through Seegar’s (2006) research, the
team identified the following crisis management practices for effective communication during a
crisis in the PK-12 system (a) collaboration with community; (b) fostering acceptance of
uncertainty; and (c) demonstrating concern in communication. Additionally, the following
resiliency-building practices were gathered in conjunction with the crisis management
communication practices as there is a clear line of intersection based on the description of the
practices: (a) joint preparation; (b) encouraging adaptability; and (c) recognizing experiences in
communication (Boin & McConnell, 2007; Smith, 2017). The crisis communication practices
explored in this study were applied for their relevance during the COVID-19 pandemic and were
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utilized in the analysis. Additionally, through the use of publicly available documents, we were
able to explore through the lens of the community the communication provided by leaders.
Collaboration with Community
Similar to the emergency response teams created at the national level, PK-12 institutions
were whisked into the creation of task forces assigned to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Shrivastava & Mitroff (2013) suggests that organizations facing complex and unpredictable
environments should have interdependent, permanently trained crisis management teams (CMT).
In addition to school-based teams, another important partner in crisis management practice is the
school community. Seegar (2006) offers that the public must be considered an equal and highly
credible source. They go on further to explain that “Ideally, the public can serve as a resource,
rather than a burden” in crisis management practices (Seegar, 2006, p. 238). Seegar (2006) notes
that some may assume a direct partnership may cause undue stress and panic amongst
community members; however, this claim is not supported in the literature.
The partnership with the school community must also include a two-way communication
system in which the school leadership openly listens and accepts feedback from the community
(Seegar, 2006). Dixon (2012) provides an example of two-way communication by stating that
with the changing dynamics of communities and limited access to the school building because of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of social media at schools increases family engagement and
helps build a more collaborative school culture and stronger community buy-in. In order to
achieve the goal of honest feedback from stakeholders, leaders must prioritize building positive
and trusting relationships (Seegar, 2006). The creditability a leader or organization has prior to a
crisis will impact the community’s response when crisis management practices are implemented
(Seegar, 2006). These complex and unpredictable events within organizations place them at a
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greater risk of experiencing prolonged organizational damage during and after a crisis when
collaboration is not prioritized (Shrivastava & Mitroff, 2013; Seegar, 2006; Waller, Lei, &
Pratten, 2014;).
Foster Acceptance of Uncertainty
Seegar (2006) notes that the implementation of best practice in crisis management often
begins with the acknowledgement of uncertainty. Though the COVID-19 pandemic is not an
example of crisis that school leaders could have prevented, there have been ongoing
opportunities for leaders to acknowledge the impacts of ambiguity and fear within the
environment. Many leaders seek ways to offer certainty or confidence through information;
however, during unpredictable crises, this is often not possible (Seegar, 2006). A leader’s ability
to openly acknowledge the fluidity of a crisis situation is often met with increased creditability
and trust from the community (Seegar, 2006). A leader should not utilize this practice to prevent
further communication or to avoid disclosing uncomfortable information (Seegar, 2006). Instead,
honest communication and response from the community should be prioritized during a leader’s
crisis management practice in order to build tolerance to prolonged stressors (Seegar, 2006).
Demonstrate Concern in Communication
Crises in the educational environment challenge communication systems and therefore
impact the functionality of the district in serving the community (Cowan & Rossen, 2013; Liou,
2014). Seegar (2006) identifies that a vital portion of crisis communication emphasizes the
importance of honesty as a best practice. The importance of honesty during a crisis can be
partially attributed to PK-12 institutions working under a mechanistic organizational structure
where communication is shared from a top-down flow of information (Daft, 2016). The delay or
inconsistencies of the original message may be costly during a crisis (Daft, 2016). Therefore, if
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the community perceives a lack of honesty in communication, trust can be damaged.
Additionally, it is necessary to note that in the process of transparent communication, leaders
must acknowledge uncertainty and that they may not have all the answers. Despite lack of
certainty, the literature offers that clarity and consistency are supportive factors that can offset
community concerns due to uncertainty (Coombs & Holladay, 2011; Seegar, 2006). Further,
when leaders demonstrate concern, compassion, and empathy, they are able to offer a trustbuilding opportunity for the school community (Seegar, 2006).
Leadership
There are leadership approaches and frameworks that encompass resiliency and crisis
management practices that can be utilized during a crisis. Smith and Riley (2012) offer that while
all leaders in various contexts must manage crises as they occur, school leaders face additional
challenges due to the complexity of the communities they lead. Primarily, school leaders must
effectively and efficiently communicate while instilling hope to all members of a school
community (Smith & Riley, 2012). Situational, adaptive, authentic, and transformational
leadership approaches may provide perspective in leading school communities during a crisis.
These approaches to leadership served to inform this study as our research team investigated
implications for leadership.
Theorists studying situational leadership offer that various environments and situations
require different leadership styles (Northouse, 2019). For example, a secondary school teacher
may not approach a student with struggling behaviors in the same way that they would with an
elementary-aged student. Accordingly, a CEO in the middle of a financial crisis may not lead in
the same context as a work culture crisis. The changes in the organizational culture and structure
during a crisis, will determine the organizational leadership practice (Heifetz & Linsky, 2017;
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Schein, 2010). This coincides with crisis management and the argument that varying crises entail
diverse responses (Coombs, 2007; Heifetz & Linksy, 2017; Northouse, 2019) The novel COVID19 pandemic is unlike anything we have seen in the modern-day PK-12 setting and therefore
must be approached in a different way.
With constant unknowns, evolving situations, and impacts of external environments,
leaders must be ready to adapt at any moment to the situation (Daft, 2016; Heifetz & Linsky,
2017; Northouse, 2019). Adaptive leadership researchers argue that when using this approach,
leaders must be willing to adjust to the needs of the current environment (Northouse, 2019).
Presently, leaders in school districts must acclimate to the diverse needs of the school community
in areas such as technology, access, and basic necessities due to the shift from in-person to
remote or hybrid schooling during which students and families have limited access to resources
provided by the school. In addition to the needs of the school community, leaders must adapt to
the ever-changing status of COVID-19 safety measures as students return to school buildings. As
new information is released and understood within communities, leaders must prioritize
transparency (Northouse, 2019). Additionally, Northouse (2019) offers that when both adaptive
and technical challenges arise during organizational change, leaders may apply multi-faceted and
flexible responses. This type of complex change and disruption has been seen during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Further, there is a great emphasis on the connection between followers, or
in this case, the school community, and how they must band together in transparent ways
(Northouse, 2019). Thus, the perceived authenticity of leaders in constantly changing crisis
situations is crucial.
Authentic leadership theory explores the leader as self (Northouse, 2019). Initially, a
leader must be self-aware and able to have an intrapersonal perspective (Liu, 2011; Northouse,
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2019). The four components of authentic leadership include self-awareness, moral perspective
and values, balanced processing, and relational transparency (Northouse, 2019; Schein, 2010). In
order for leaders to effectively lead during a crisis, they must be able to be aware and assess
themselves, process situations objectively, and provide honesty (Liu, 2011; Northouse, 2019;
Smith, 2017). At times, this means having difficult conversations and acknowledging that we
might not have the answers (Patterson et al., 2012). The literature offers that transparency is a
key communication practice when managing crisis (Seegar, 2006). With that transparency and
authenticity, the trust between leaders and the school community can become stronger.
The leadership style that binds together many of these concepts is transformational
leadership. Northouse (2019) emphasizes that while most leadership models focus on a
transactional exchange, transformational leadership is when a leader “…engages with others and
creates a connection that raises the level of motivation and morality in both the leader and the
follower” (p 164). In this leadership approach, leaders must be self-aware and attentive to the
changing needs of followers in order to create lasting change within their organizations or
communities (Liu, 2011; Northouse, 2019). Transformational leaders often seize opportunities to
advocate for the needs of their followers, a notion that ties the concepts of post-crisis
management practices to an effective leadership practice (Northouse, 2019). School district
leaders, specifically superintendents, must be able to adapt to the changing needs of the school
community in order to motivate action and build resiliency through and beyond crisis (Bellman
& Ryan, 2009; Kouzes & Posner, 2012; Northouse, 2019; Wong & Wong, 2012).
Resiliency
Research over the last two decades has demonstrated that resilience is a multidimensional
characteristic that varies with context, time, age, gender, and cultural origin, as well as within an
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individual subjected to different life circumstances (Wong & Wong, 2012). The complexities of
resiliency and what it takes to be resilient are explored across the literature (Herrman et al., 2011;
Smith, 2017; Vanhove et al., 2016). Researchers agree that resilience is a psychological
characteristic despite the ongoing discussion of whether resilience is an innate or cultivated trait
(Herrman et al., 2011; Kimhi et al., 2020; Vanhove et al., 2016; Wong & Wong, 2012). Some
argue that resilient people are “characterized as having high expectations, an internal locus of
control, high self-esteem, self-efficacy, and autonomy despite disadvantages” (Wong & Wong,
2012; p. 586). From this perspective, one could assume that the capacity to be resilient requires a
genetic component—one is simply born resilient or with resilient traits. Others argue that
resiliency is a cross-cultural expression that is learned from one’s environment, culture, life
opportunities, or misfortune (Herrman et al., 2011; Kimhi et al., 2020; Vanhove et al., 2016
Wong & Wong, 2012). For example, some cultures focus more on building character, especially
within children, whereas others may focus on making children happy through appeasement
(Wong & Wong, 2012). It is also recognized that individuals, regardless of demographic or
cultural considerations, will respond differently to stressful situations (Killgore et al., 2020).
Though individual resilience and response may vary, the collective understanding that one is
supported by their community, or community resilience, may also influence individual response
(Kimhi et al., 2020). Many questions surround the ways in which one may be classified as
“resilient,” but for the purpose of this study, the team defines resilience as “The capacity for
successful adaptation, positive functioning despite high-risk status, chronic stress, or following
prolonged or severe trauma” (Egeland, Carlson, & Sroufe, 1993, p. 517). This definition offers
specific consideration to prolonged and severe impacts that may more accurately reflect the
experiences of many during the global pandemic.

RESILIENCE-BUILDING PRACTICES DURING COVID-19

35

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the social-emotional well-being of staff, students, and
community members in the PK-12 schools has been impacted. With the increase of unexpected
adversity during the pandemic, many stakeholders have suffered from trauma and overall
negative impacts. Paredes and colleagues (2021) discuss the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
on subjective mental well-being. Their evidence supports that during a time of crisis, individuals
with higher resilience are less susceptible to the pandemic’s negative psychological
consequences (Paredes et al., 2021). This research explores if and how resilience-building
communication is utilized as a crisis management practice through documents that school
districts share with the school community. This flow of information distribution provides an indepth exploration of what all members of the school community have access to.
Resiliency in Schools
Language promoting resiliency can be found in the curriculum, instruction, assessments,
school funding, social-emotional resources, communication, and policies (Ladson-Billing, 2010;
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016; Michelli, 2020; Tate, 1997). Smith (2017) notes that trauma and
drastic changes from crises impact our ability to be resilient. Thus, prominent level decisions
made during the COVID-19 pandemic may have lasting impacts on the ways in which leaders
communicate about resilience as the pandemic has highlighted the need for effective crisis
management practices addressing a variety of problems within our educational system. Though
the need for resiliency amongst school communities has been highlighted during the COVID-19
pandemic, it has been prevalent throughout centuries of public school education (Sharma, 2020).
Resilience-Building Practices
Though subjective in nature, the catalyst of a crisis may indeed call for leaders to support
their communities through the development of resilience (Smith, 2017). In addition to the natural
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abilities each individual may possess, resiliency can be built at both the individual and
community/organizational levels, with most research offering ways in which individuals may
support their own resiliency (Zarotti et al., 2020). Killgore and colleagues (2020) offer that
individuals can focus on mindfulness practices, spiritual involvement, exercise, and meditation to
strengthen their ability to respond to stress. In addition to individual aspects of resiliencybuilding, communities or organizations may also possess aspects of resiliency.
Michelli (2020) authored a book on resiliency in organizations due to the COVID-19
pandemic and has suggested that organizations become more resilient through adversity because
they must adapt to both internal and external changes. However, there are ways in which leaders
can utilize best practices in crisis communication that also support resilience-building amongst
community members (Boin & McConnell, 2007; Michelli, 2020; Smith, 2017). These include
joint preparation, encouragement of adaptability, and recognition of individual experiences (Boin
& McConnell, 2007). These considerations are important because the decisions leaders make
impact the social-emotional, academic, and physical well-being of those directly impacted by the
PK-12 public school system, such as staff members, students, and families (Sharma, 2020).
Wombacher and colleagues (2017) offer that practices of leaders should be intentional as they
may have lasting impacts that span far beyond the immediate response to a threat. This, in turn,
impacts the resiliency of the individuals within the organization as well as the organization itself,
as organizations are collections of individuals (Daft, 2016). The following are offered as
resilience-building strategies that informed this study.
Joint Preparation
Boin and McConnell (2007) add that preparing for crisis situations should be a joint
effort that involves the community and other pertinent stakeholders. The joint training helps
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build mutual trust and understanding, increasing awareness of others' capacity amongst team
members. Leaders who develop their teams' ability to facilitate resilient behaviors during times
of crisis support their teams and enhance societal resilience.
Boin and McConnel (2007) provide tasks that leaders could perform before a crisis
occurs to help facilitate a resilient response from the community. They include creating expert
networks, promoting systems to identify capable partners, training for situational and
informational assessments, learning how to support and facilitate emerging nodes of
coordination, and organizing outside forces.
Encourage Adaptability
Smith (2017) introduces the concept that resilience can be utilized “as a fuel source”
during prolonged periods of experienced adversity (p.15). One’s ability to adapt to dynamic
situations will allow them to persevere and balance their responses to crisis situations in more
manageable ways (Smith, 2017). Smith (2017) goes on to add that “experiencing too much
change, often in a short space of time or in multiple contexts,” is a primary source of issues in
resiliency (p. 16). As a leader implements crisis communication, it is crucial to consider language
choices that may encourage flexibility and acceptance of necessary adaptation amongst
community members. Not only can this practice support immediate response, but over time,
community members may become willing to adapt more quickly and accept uncertainty with less
hesitancy (Smith, 2017).
Recognize Experiences in Communication
Resiliency is not simply a “bounce-back” from negative or difficult experiences (Smith,
2017 p. 17). Smith (2017) identifies resiliency as not only recovering from past events but the
recovery process having an impact on the present and the future. One of the examples provided
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was the experience of change. When change occurs often and within a short timeframe, the
resiliency factor shifts (Smith, 2017). During the COVID-19 pandemic, businesses, schools, and
lives were changing drastically and consistently. This uncommon amount of change both in
personal and work lives can leave individuals depleted which then impact their ability to utilize
their resiliency (Smith, 2017). The lived experiences of individuals can impact not only their
resiliency within the moment, but their ability to continue resiliency strategies under crisis and
copious amounts of pressure. That is why it is essential to maintain resilience through periods of
certainty as well (Smith, 2017).
Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory can be defined as “a collection of activists and scholars engaged in
studying and transforming the relationship among race, racism, and power” (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017, p. 3). Finding its roots in the 1970s and 80s, though scholars argue a variety of
founding timeframes. Early CRT theorists such as Derrick Bell, Alan Freeman, and Richard
Delgado were legal scholars and activists that created the initial momentum behind the
movement (Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Bell (1976) began by introducing the
concept of interest convergence that has since expanded into several tenets within the theory. The
literature has provided evidence to support how legal action has done more harm to marginalized
groups in education and given more power to those in privileged roles (Bell 2004; Capper, 2015;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 2010). Lopez (2006) highlights that most Critical
Race Theorists acknowledge an awareness of race as a social construction guided by historical
law and precedent. Further, they offer that the creation and implementation of the language of
law may be the defining factor in the construction of race in the United States (Lopez, 2006).
Since that time, and while not unlike many concepts found in conventional civil rights discourse,
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CRT theorists emerge from multi-disciplinary fields including education, history, the arts, and
others, adding breadth and depth to the field of study (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). With
foundations in legal studies, CRT stands rooted in legal theory and the collection of practices
found within the law (Bell, 1976).
While CRT continues to serve as a critical theory utilized by many scholars, the original
notion of the theory holds many unique qualities. A founding principle of CRT is the examination
of the “roots” or defining moments, concepts, and ideas that created historical constructs based
on race relations in America (Capper, 2015). Additionally, scholars studying CRT note that the
theory is unique as it includes an activism component that challenges dominant structures and
narratives (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Capper, 2015). The research team interprets the founding
notion of activism to include the utilization of this critical lens in research to examine potential
impacts on the PK-12 public education system. Capper (2015) notes that few studies have
utilized CRT to investigate educational leadership, thus this study analyzed the potential impacts
that a majoritarian narrative may have on the crisis management practices of leaders in the PK12 public school system during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Overview of CRT Tenets
Capper (2015) defines six tenets of Critical Race Theory. These six tenets were derived
from a collection of literature from Critical Race Theory scholars and were combined to include
the following: (a) permanence of racism (b) Whiteness as property (c) interest convergence (d)
critique of liberalism (e) intersectionality and (f) majoritarian narrative and counter storytelling
(Capper, 2015). In this section, each of the tenets will be overviewed based on Capper’s (2015)
definitions. For the purposes of this study, the researchers utilized the tenet of majoritarian
narrative and counter storytelling as a lens to analyze the collected data through a comparative
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case study. The literature reviewed suggests that each of the tenets in Critical Race Theory play a
significant role in power and privilege, a necessary consideration of educational leaders (Capper,
2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Tate, 1997). Additionally, the literature reveals how the tenets
arise in the public school PK- 12 setting and how they are highlighted during a crisis (LadsonBillings, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016).
The first tenet identified and defined in Capper’s (2015) work is the permanence of
racism. Authors articulate that racism is so ingrained in American society, that it is inherently
American (Capper, 2015; Ladson & Billings, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016; Tate, 1997;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). The literature emphasizes that “…racism is not a series of isolated
acts, but is endemic in American life, deeply ingrained legally, culturally, and even
psychologically” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016, pp. 52). There is not a single aspect of society
that is not impacted by racism, which is ultimately about power that can be articulated through
microaggressions, color-blindness, and cultural appropriation (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
Whiteness as property claims that due to the racist history of the United States and how the law
condoned racism, the concept of “Whiteness” is considered a property of interest (Capper, 2015;
Harris, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). Harris (1995) explores how
it is not race in itself that is used for oppression, but the interaction between beliefs of race and
property. Further, the literature suggests that the laws on property significantly contribute to
economic subordination and oppressive power dynamics (Harris, 1995; Ladson-Billings & Tate,
2016). The literature provides examples of how standardized assessments can be identified as a
tool in the public schools to create and uphold a power dynamic between Black, Indigenous,
People of Color (BIPOC) and White students (Capper, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2010; LadsonBillings & Tate, 2016). Based on the literature, the concept of Whiteness as property retains
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prevalence throughout policy in the U.S., put in place to perpetuate racism in order to uphold
power and privilege of the dominant group (Capper, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2010; LadsonBillings & Tate, 2016; Lopez, 2006).
Scholars of CRT identify interest convergence and acknowledge that momentous
progress for BlPOC people in the United States has been achieved only when their goals
coincide with the needs of White people (Capper, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2010; Bell, 2004). An
example found in the literature is that of the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education. The
literature suggests that this historic moment was merely a symbol that racism and oppression
could be mitigated through litigation (Ladson-Billings, 2010; Bell, 2004). The ruling of Brown v.
Board of Education often stands in popular narrative as a civil rights triumph. However, many
scholars, including Bell (2004) argue that the construction of the court’s decision was ultimately
intended to benefit the White elites (Bell, 2004; Crenshaw,1988; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017;
Ladson-Billings, 2010; Strunk & Locke, 2019). Bell (2004) investigated the case with a
particular interest in desegregation, noting the political ploy to minimize the spread of
communism (Bell, 2004). While Brown v. Board of Education was a landmark case, it was also a
symbolic gesture rather than an actual attempt to desegregate schools. Further, the gap caused by
the inequitable structure of educational opportunities paired with the lack of intervention to
support students through the transition, disproportionately impacted Black students as they
entered all White schools. (Bell, 2004). Brown v. Board of Education is not the only legal matter
or legislation passed causing more harm than restorative justice. Affirmative action, Zero
Tolerance Policy, and the increased presence of school resource officers has increased punitive
punishment; specifically, for Brown and Black students in the PK-12 system (Counts et al., 2018;
Hill, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 2010; Wilson, 2013). While there is an emphasis on equal
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opportunity passing radical legislation, the failure to recognize the harm to students is a privilege
that is afforded to those who may not have the same lived experiences of those who continue to
be marginalized due to the legal precedents.
Ladson-Billings (2010) contextualizes the Brown v. Board of Education decision as a way
for the United States to curtail the spread of communism through the use of perpetuated racism.
Therefore, the Brown v. Board of Education decision would aid the United States in
“progressing” as a nation (Bell, 2004; Ladson- Billings, 2010). This example supports the
argument that without the United States needing to change their image, the Brown v. Board of
Education decision might have never happened, supporting the notion of interest convergence.
Critique of liberalism incorporates and evaluates liberal ideologies (Capper, 2015). The
literature explores notions such as color blindness, meritocracy, and neutrality of the law do more
harm than support (Capper, 2015; Crenshaw, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 2010; Ladson- Billings &
Tate, 2016; Tate, 1997). The literature suggests that through law and order, liberal ideologies
offer no form of radical progress, but rather uphold inequitable power and privilege dynamics
consciously and subconsciously (Crenshaw, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Ladson- Billings,
2010). Ladson-Billings and Tate (2016) contend that anti-discrimination discourse is unclear and
can support conservative as well as liberal views of race. Additionally, authors argue that
instruction must explicitly call out racism and racist ideologies so students can learn to recognize
and struggle with the oppression from which they benefit (Ladson-Billings, 2010).
Scholars exploring this tenet often question intent versus impact and the importance of effective
discourse (Crenshaw, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 2010).
Intersectionality “considers race across races and the intersection of race with other
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identities and differences” (Capper, 2015, pp. 795). Intersectionality explores not only racial
identity, but multi-cultural paradigms as well (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Ladson-Billings & Tate,
2016). Collins and Bilge (2016) define frameworks of intersectionality as including: social
inequality, power, relationality, social context, complexity, and social justice. The literature
suggests that though utilized as a critical framework, the complex nature of the concept, as one’s
intersectionality is multi-faceted and often undefinable, must not be understated (Collins &
Bilge, 2016). Specifically, in the context of PK-12 education, intersectionality has been explored
in the literature through education, law, and educational leadership (Capper, 2015; Collins &
Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1988; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). Scholars identify that multicultural
education was built and designed to provide educational equality for students with various and
diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). Multicultural education
has become more inclusive to issues of gender, ability, and sexual orientation though CRT
scholars argue that reformation of neoliberal educational systems are a necessity in the work of
critical research and praxis (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Goessling, 2018; Ladson-Billings & Tate,
2016).
Majoritarian Narrative & Counter Storytelling
Delgado (1989), a founding CRT theorist, describes the dominant narrative to be an act in
which “The dominant group creates its own stories...The stories or narratives told by the in group
remind it of its identity in relation to outgroups, and provide it with a shared reality in which its
own superior position is seen as natural” (p. 2412). Delgado and Stefancic (2017) offer that
“Society constructs the social world through a series of tacit agreements mediated by images,
pictures, tales, tweets, blog postings, social media, and other scripts” and that “In legal discourse,
preconceptions and myths, for example, about Black criminality, or Muslim terrorism, shape
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mindset- the bundle of received wisdoms, stock stories, and suppositions that allocate suspicion,
place the burden of proof on one party or the other, and tell us in cases of divided evidence what
probably happened” (p. 49-50). This modern take on the mediums in which the dominant
narrative may be perpetuated offers insight into the diverse avenues through which the dominant
narrative prevails in American culture. Scholars of CRT argue that this collection of stories
perpetuates a dominant narrative and supports Bell’s (1980) notion of interest convergence
(Delgado, 1989; Soloranzo & Yasso, 2001; Tate, 1995). It is necessary to examine the concept of
dominant and counter-narratives, as each individual notion requires more specificity.
Another such example is the implementation of curriculum as a way to uphold White
supremacist ideologies and privilege (Bell, 2004; Ladson-Billing, 2010; Macedo, 2006). In the
public school setting, students are provided a curriculum that encourages color-blindness and
celebration of diversity, while silencing and erasing the stories of Black people (Ladson-Billing,
2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016; Tate, 1997). Further, the literature suggests that the
restricted access to curriculum continues the power dynamics within the public school system
affording marginalized individuals less opportunities than their White peers (Ladson-Billing,
2010). These examples of popular culture, legal studies, and education offer a conceptual way to
consider dominant or majoritarian narrative.
Alongside the acknowledgment of the presence of a dominant narrative exists the notion
that critical research can be used to produce a counter-narrative or tool to combat systemic
racism and oppression (Goessling, 2018). Strunk and Locke (2019) acknowledge the use of
testimonios, a method that provides the opportunity for students, families, and community
members who are racialized as non-White to have a voice in their lived experiences. Testimonios
not only provide a voice to those who have been ostracized due to racism, but also critiques
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traditional research that affords privilege to the perspective of scholars (Strunk & Locke, 2019).
The research team identified an existing gap in the literature exists as little to no research
currently exists that reviews how a dominant narrative may be perpetuated through guiding crisis
management documents. With consideration of this theoretical foundation, this study explored
how leaders interpret guiding documents during a crisis.
Critical Race Theory in Schools
The Critical Race Theory lens can be applied within the PK-12 public school system in
various contexts. Specifically, it is seen in curriculum development, instruction, assessments, and
school funding. This highlights characteristics and strategies of resiliency for stakeholders as
those directly impacted.
Curriculum
Critical Race Theory views curriculum as a way to uphold White supremacist ideologies
and privilege (Ladson-Billing, 2010). In the public school setting, students are provided a
curriculum that encourages color-blindness and celebration of diversity, while silencing and
erasing the stories of Black people (Ladson-Billing, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016; Tate,
1997). This is especially true when the status quo and dominant culture is challenged. Further,
the literature suggests that the restricted access to curriculum continues the power dynamics
within the public school system affording marginalized individuals less opportunities than their
White peers (Ladson-Billing, 2010). For example, there is a multitude of research that suggests
students of color are more likely to be referred to special education services, which limit access
to general education curriculum, or are kept out of gifted programs which restrict access to
“advanced” curriculum (Ladson-Billing, 2010). Decisions in leadership regarding the inclusion
of topics in curriculum and who it will impact the most creates disproportionate power dynamics
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between leaders and students as well as educators (Ladson-Billing, 2010). A primary example is
the approach to teaching Brown v. Board of Education in the school system. While the landmark
decision desegregated the public school system physically, the curriculum and access to it has
been used as a way to keep power and privilege with White students. This continues to be upheld
in the PK-12 public school setting. To shape resiliency through this adversity, students who are
constantly disregarded in the curriculum must be represented in true authenticity by those
leading in the district (Michelli, 2020).
Instruction
Critical Race Theory argues that the instruction provided in public schools, assumes that
African American students operate at an intellectual deficit (Ladson-Billing, 2010; Tate, 1997).
Due to this, classroom teachers look for alternative strategies to “deal” with “at risk” students,
rather than altering the curriculum, (Ladson- Billing, 2010). The literature suggests that students
of color struggle to engage with teacher instruction due to the lack of representation both in the
curriculum and in the classroom leading to potential impacts on student resiliency (Villegas et
al., 2012). Ladson-Billings (2010) contends that instruction must explicitly call out racism and
racist ideologies so students can learn to recognize and struggle with the oppression that they
benefit from and so that students who are marginalized can feel seen and heard, creating
resiliency (Michelli, 2020). Leaders in teacher programs, must alter their instruction to provide
more equitable learning opportunities for Black and Brown students who are ostracized in their
classrooms.
Assessments
In public school education, assessments are incorporated to create and uphold power
differentials (Ladson-Billings, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). Ladson-Billings (2010)

RESILIENCE-BUILDING PRACTICES DURING COVID-19

47

states that assessments “legitimize Black student deficiency under the guide of scientific
rationalism” (pg.19). An example provided to support this claim is that if a working-class White
student achieves at a higher level than a Black student, there becomes a clear power difference
(Ladson-Billings, 2010). Further, the biases and stereotypes that have been woven through the
science behind assessments has created a foundation for subordination and continues to be
upheld in the public school system (Tate,1997). Racist and biased testing has been a conversation
in the public school system but continues to be a systemic issue (Ladson-Billings, 2010; Tate,
1997). This is due to assessments, especially standardized assessments, providing data on what
students do not know, rather than what they do know (Ladson-Billings, 2010). With this mindset,
the literature reminds us that the assessments operate at a deficit perspective (Ladson-Billings,
2010). Finally, the deficit perspective is often placed on the shoulders of students, though
scholars offer that racially biased curriculum and instruction lead to poor performance (Capper,
2015; Ladson-Billings, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). Reverting to the literature, it is
apparent that neither the curriculum nor instruction is created equitably therefore, how can public
schools assess the true learning of students? The lack of equitable practices in school-based
assessments continues to perpetuate systemic oppression in the PK-12 public school system and
therefore impacts student resiliency.
School Funding
Critical Race Theory scholars state that school funding is both institutional and structural
racism (Ladson-Billings, 2010). The literature suggests that even if Black students and families
do not experience racist acts outwardly, they are impacted by systemic racism (Ladson-Billings
& Tate, 2016). This perspective offers that even if schools were not operating through a racist
and biased lens, BIPOC students would still be disproportionally affected due to structural
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racism. The literature cites that property import has a major impact on school funding and aids in
disparities (Harris, 1995; Ladson- Billings, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). One’s socioeconomic status impacts the education one receives, and thus their individual resiliency (Bell,
2004; Capper, 2015). This can differ in each state due to legislation, but regardless schools
continue to be impacted by property taxes (Capper, 2015; Ladson- Billings, 2010). The property
taxes in a suburban neighborhood are going to be different than in a rural or urban setting.
Therefore, the money collected in taxes will provide a difference in resources, opportunities, and
education for students, contributing to the systemic issue of a blatantly racist system.
Additionally, Critical Race Theorists acknowledge the role property plays in power
differentiation and critique researchers who exclude it as an academic advantage in the public
school setting (Ladson-Billings, 2010). To increase resiliency, policies must change in order to
provide students with equitable access to resources and opportunities (Bell, 2004).
Comparative Case Study
The application of qualitative methodologies, including case studies, to critically explore
implications for education are found throughout the literature (Capper, 2015; Strunk & Locke,
2019). A comparative case study is an in-depth examination undertaken over time and
emphasizes comparison within and across contexts (Goodrick, 2020). Comparative case studies
involve analyzing and synthesizing the similarities, differences, and patterns across two or more
cases that share a common focus (Goodrick, 2020). The literature provides evidence that
educational research in context with Critical Race Theory has a foundation in a qualitative
approach (Capper. 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Strunk & Locke, 2019). However, there is
limited research that analyzes crisis management practices of PK-12 public school
superintendents. The research team explored public (front-facing) documents available from two
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cases across the state. The collected data is described in detail through an examination of crisis
management and resiliency-building practices. This document analysis lays a foundation for
future application and research to critically explore crisis management practices in the PK-12
public school system.
Summary
The literature review provides a foundation for the guiding literature that has been
utilized throughout the study. A review of the literature reveals a needed exploration of crisis
management in the PK-12 schools. The intent of the literature review is to place emphasis on the
current problem of study and crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic within the PK12 public school system. The exploration of crisis management practices, including the
utilization of intentionally constructed crisis management teams and effective communication
strategies ground the study in best practices for leaders. The concept of resiliency is offered as a
foundational principle that can be utilized as a crisis management practice, with specific
consideration of the historical implications in the PK-12 public school setting. Critical Race
Theory is identified as the theoretical framework of this study to allow the researchers to analyze
the role of narrative in crisis management communication of leaders as well as for an additional
consideration of equitable, resilience-building practices amongst leaders of school communities.
The concepts of CRT, leadership, crisis management, and resiliency are utilized for data analysis.
The team will conduct a comparative case study to review publicly available documents from
public school districts in the state of Washington. The following chapter will discuss further the
methodology and design of the research to be conducted.
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology
Chapter three presents the research design for this comparative case study, which
explores crisis management practices in leadership in the PK-12 public school setting across two
bound cases. Specifically, this chapter examines the following sections in detail (a) purpose of
the study; (b) research questions; (c) research design; (d) research methods; (e) data collection;
(f) data analysis; and (g) ethical considerations. We conducted a document analysis from social
media, school websites, and additional public record documents from the school districts
included in each case. Finally, ethical considerations and the positionality of each researcher is
provided for further context.
Overview of Purpose and Research Questions
The COVID-19 pandemic has created numerous challenges for leaders and school
communities in the United States regarding access, communication, and crisis management
response. Unfortunately, this may be only the beginning of global crises, which underscores the
importance of assisting leaders in establishing and implementing promising practices in crisis
management. The U.S. Department of Education notes that it is necessary that “states,
communities, educators, and families are equipped with resources and flexibilities that empower
students to continue pursuing their education goals” (U.S. Department of Education, 2020,
“COVID-19 Resources for Schools, Students, and Families” section). Through adjustments of
safety measures, varying degrees of instruction (i.e., remote, hybrid, and in-person), families
have relied heavily upon communication from district leadership. Considering how communities
gain access to information, we chose to analyze publicly available documents to explore frontfacing communication as well as general access for communities. Families and other school
community members relied exclusively on communication accessible only through digital
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communication platforms. Thus, this study explored the public documents across two cases in
Washington state. This study focuses on offering an answer to the following questions:
1. What are crisis management communication practices in the PK-12 public school
setting?
2. How do school leaders implement crisis management practices over prolonged
periods of uncertainty?
3. How do school district leaders implement resilience-building practices during a
crisis?
Research Design
The qualitative research methodology can be characterized by “a set of interpretive
material practices that make the world visible” (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In order to
appropriately address our research questions, the team sought to utilize a comparative case study
(Goodrick, 2020). A case study allows for the researcher to explore a bounded case to develop a
broader understanding of contexts across multiple sites (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Mills & Gay,
2019). It also allows for holistic analysis of real-life events and in which multiple sources of
evidence are used (Goodrick, 2020; Yin, 2014). Furthermore, a case study investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context and in which multiple sources of evidence
are used. We explored and reviewed publicly available documents from two cases across the
state of Washington, using various web-based sources such as, district-released documents and
social media posts with a specific focus on direct messaging from the district superintendent. We
came to this conclusion as these were the primary sources of communication from district
superintendents that were available to the public. Our team identified that these types of
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documents provided crucial communications to the school communities during periods of
required shelter in place (CDC, 2020).
Additionally, the team specified five different time periods between March of 2020 and
April of 2021 to examine superintendent communication. Our team collected data over the
following periods of time: (a) March-April 2020, (b) May-June 2020, (c) August-September
2020, (d) November-December 2020, (e) March-April 2021. This allowed our team to analyze
superintendent communication over a prolonged period. Additionally, the review of publicly
available documents is timely because web-based resources is the primary form of
communication and access for individuals within the school community. We proposed the use of
a comparative case study to further understand crisis management communication practices of
PK-12 school leaders.
The districts were selected based on the geographic location of the Cascade Mountain
range to represent regions within the state while supporting the generalizability of the study
(Mills & Gay, 2019). The identified bounded cases of the study included two regions in the state
of Washington, East and West, during the response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). As a team, we utilized aspects of CRT to explore the phenomenon of resiliency
often correlated with crisis management practices as a targeted response to PK-12 leaders
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Capper, 2015). Specifically, the role of narrative in public
documents communicated by school district leaders was analyzed in conjunction with resiliency
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
Research Methods
The research team utilized a document analysis as the qualitative research method.
Historically, document analysis and other qualitative methods support data triangulation (Bowen,
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2009; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Multiple researchers examined the data collected from documents
and audiovisual materials over time. By triangulating data, researchers attempted to provide a
joining of evidence that produced trustworthiness (Bowen, 2009).
The document analysis for this research can provide adequate, consequential, and
relevant data for school districts, educational leaders, community members, and families.
Specifically, the data gathered can be used to reflect on current policies, access, and
communication practices, resulting in the improved equitable reach of educational services for
Washington state students (OSPI, 2020).
Setting
For the purposes of this research, we collected data from two different cases (six school
districts) across two regions identified within Washington state. We decided to use the Eastern
and Western regions of the state as our two case studies because of their wide differences in
population, economic industries, political affiliations, and demographics. More importantly,
geographically, Washington state is split into two regions based on the Cascade Mountain range.
The two regions also vary economically. Data gathered from the Bureau of Economic Analysis
(2021) list Food & Agriculture, Aerospace & Construction, and Information & Communication
Technology as the top three industries in Washington state. Aerospace & Construction, along
with Information & Communication industries, are most found in Western Washington.
Alternatively, Eastern Washington, which specializes in Food & Agricultural production, boost
$83,149,194 in gross domestic product (GDP) (Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2021).
Historically, migrant workers in the United States harvest the countries farmlands. In Washington
state, based on data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (2020), 57% of farm laborers,
graders, and sorters are Hispanic.
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According to the U.S Census Bureau, the population estimate as of July 1, 2019, lists
5,692,717 people residing West of the cascades and 1,711,390 people East of the cascades (See
Figure 1). Demographically, the top five counties in Washington state with the highest number of
Hispanics are located on the Eastern side. (Yakima, Grant, Franklin, Douglas, and Adams
Counties) (Washington State Commission on Hispanic Affairs, 2017). The estimated
demographic population of Washington state, as stated by Census.gov, is 78.5% White, 4.4%
Black, 1.9% American Indian and Alaska Native, 9.6% Asian, 0.8% native Hawaii or and Pacific
Islander, 13.0% Hispanic, and 4.9% that identify with two or more races.
The cases were determined by shared commonalities that can be used for data
comparison. When selecting the school districts to be included in each case, we took into
consideration the geographic location, social-economic status of the district, and gender of the
superintendent.
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Washington State Population (2019)

Data Collection Protocols and Procedures
Comparative Case Study
A comparative case study is an in-depth examination undertaken over time and
emphasizes comparison within and across contexts (Goodrick, 2020). Comparative case studies
involve analyzing and synthesizing the similarities, differences, and patterns across two or more
cases that share a common focus (Goodrick, 2020). Scholars who conduct a comparative case
study use extensive conceptual, analytic, and synthesizing work to explain how context
influences an intervention's success and how better to tailor the intervention to the specific
context to achieve intended outcomes. (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Goodrick, 2020).
The evidence for this study examines the resiliency practices of joint preparation,
encouraging adaptability, and recognizing the experiences of the community in communication
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(Boin & McConnell, 2007). The use of forward-facing documents as the primary source of data
aids in the authenticity in experience for those within the school communities and their access to
information as a whole. For this comparative case study, the examination of evidence will not be
limited to documents alone. Audiovisual materials, including videos, were utilized as part of the
collected data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The researchers later collected data through web-based
applications such as school district websites and social media outlets (i.e., Twitter, Instagram,
YouTube, and Facebook). Web-based data collection via publicly sourced audiovisuals and
documents has its advantages by saving cost and time efficiency (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To
inform the study, we utilized visual mapping discourse techniques, including the consideration of
intended or unintended communication, to highlight aspects of audio-visual materials (Clarke,
2005).
This study’s research team used the COVID-19 global pandemic as a phenomenon
requiring crisis management communication practices from PK-12 school leaders. Based on the
literature reviewed, the researchers then examined whether resiliency-building practices was
supported by the school leader’s situational crisis communication practices informed by the CRT
tenant of the majority narrative.
Document Analysis Approach
A systematic qualitative procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents, both printed
and electronic, is a document analysis (Bowen, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Academic
researchers who use this qualitative research method often use prior literature to incorporate into
their reports. The analytical procedure requires finding, selecting, appraising, and synthesizing
the data found within the documents (Bowen, 2009). For the purposes of this study, documents
may include direct messaging from superintendents which included documents, newsletters, or
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social media posts. Documents were collected over five distinct time periods through the end of
the 2019-2020 school year and through the duration of the 2020-2021 school year.
Our data can be triangulated through a range of documents that include print, media,
images, and website layouts which established credibility as well as transferability between
research and those included in the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The researchers triangulated
findings through the collection of various forms of data including social media public documents
released by school districts. This approach to data collection mitigated and reduced the impact of
potential biases that can exist in a single study (Bowen, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Some researchers argue that the use of document analysis is a controversial issue and
whether it can be utilized as a stand-alone research method as it lacks sufficient detail (Bowen
2009). Typically, the documents reviewed are created for some purpose other than research
(Bowen, 2009). From this perspective, bias selectivity—an incomplete collection of
documents—leads to an inaccurate account. However, others argue that the document analysis
approach provides advantages such as being unobtrusive, cost-effective, manageable, and
available (Bowen, 2009). The research team’s use of document analysis will help uncover
meaning, develop understanding, and potentially discover insight into the research problem as
well as provide a more authentic perspective as to what communities truly have access to. The
research team examined documents and coded documents for phrases and themes. In this
approach, the team organized the data into smaller, meaningful thematic units for further
analysis. The grouping of themes was used to form a cluster of meaning (Creswell, 2013). With
this process the researchers constructed universal meaning to better understand the crisis
management strategies of PK-12 school leaders.
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The researchers conducted a review of public documents as part of a comparative case
study on how leaders manage in a crisis. We collected data from multiple sources that span
documents from six selected districts from across the state of Washington, bound by two cases.
We aimed to access and analyzed documents that may include the following: (a) federal, state,
and districtwide public communications, (b) social media posts, (c) federal and state guidance
from health authorities, (d) press releases and (e) superintendent communication. Initially, our
team considered a review of the following types of documents:
a. The Washington Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) website,
(https://www.k12.wa.us/); It is Reopening Washington Schools 2020: District
i. Planning Guide.
ii. School Board meeting notes from school districts
b. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) documents (i.e., guidance on
reopening schools)
c. Local health department documentation and guidance
d. National Education Association (NEA) press releases
e. Social media posts from school districts
f. Superintendent’s messages on websites to community members
g. School district union announcements
h. Website announcements and content
i. School district schedules and communication updates
j. Website layouts
k. News Media
l. Multimedia including images, videos, and audio recordings
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After an initial review of available documents, our team chose to focus specifically on direct
messages from the superintendents in each case. We defined direct messaging as either written or
audiovisual communications that were delivered by the superintendents themselves. Upon that
decision, our team reviewed messages that were directly from superintendents during the five
time periods between March of 2020 and April of 2021. The following section further reviews
the data collection procedures and analysis in greater detail.
Data Analysis and Procedures
The researchers analyzed the documents through thematic coding to identify recurring
themes amongst the leadership of both state and local PK-12 leadership. We examined
documents sourced from websites across the two cases, Eastern and Western Washington. The
researchers adhered to as much sensitivity to objectivity as possible during the coding process.
When coding of the selected publicly available documents was completed the research team then
analyzed data based on the emerging themes.
Coding
The research team used InVivo coding to analyze their documents (Saldana, 2009). The
coding method is a procedure for organizing documents we used to discover patterns within the
organizational structure (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003; Saldana, 2009). First, the researchers
read each of the documents. Then, we cut the text down to manageable proportions while
keeping the research paradigms in mind. Next, we examined for repeating ideas found in our
relevant text, grouping the repeating ideas into common themes. After grouping themes, the
researchers organized the recurring themes into larger, more abstract ideas (Auerbach &
Silverstein, 2003; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saldana, 2009). Looking specifically at the coding
scheme, the research team supported interrater reliability during the coding process through
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cycles of analysis. For the first cycle, the team assigned specific documents (e.g., social media,
websites, superintendent messages) to each member for InVivo coding. InVivo coding, also
known as "Literal Coding" and "Verbatim Coding," is a code that refers to a word or short phrase
from the actual language found in the qualitative document (Saldana, 2009). One of the benefits
of using InVivo coding is that it captures behaviors or processes and can provide imagery,
symbols, and metaphors for rich category, theme, in concept development (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Saldana, 2009).
Member checking is an integral part of creating trustworthiness in qualitative research
(Candela, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The process includes the researcher asking one or more
participants in the study to check the accuracy of the account (Candela, 2019). The research team
cooperatively coded our curated documents to increase the credibility of our findings. The
process is such, that two members coded the same document. Next, the team members discussed
matches and, more importantly, the coding mismatches that occurred. This allowed for the team
to discuss disagreements on coding labels. The team conferenced until we reached an agreement
and did not need to label the disputed code as 'disagreement'. The team came back together to
pattern code for the second and third cycle of the process. Pattern coding as defined by Saldana
(2009) is explanatory or inferential codes that are used in identifying and configuration,
explanation, or emergent themes.
Ethical Considerations
This study did not involve direct contact or participation from individuals to understand
the role of crisis management in the PK-12 public school setting. No private or sensitive
information/data was collected. This study did not involve human subjects (vulnerable or not),
and the researchers did not collect or keep direct identifiers, such as name, address, or phone
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number. Additionally, indirect identifiers, such as demographics were not collected. Based on the
researcher's data collection parameters stated, this study qualifies for IRB exemption (Review
Categories & Timeline - Seattle University, n.d.). The researchers fully protected the safety and
anonymity of individuals. All documents used in the study were obtained directly from publicly
available documents. We identified no connections or conflicts of interest in relation to the
districts included in this research study. Therefore, biases are minimized. Additionally, no
funding or financial support for this research, authorship, and publication of this dissertation was
provided.
Context of the Researchers
The researchers on this team were the primary research instruments creating a possible
bias within the research process. The three researchers on this team selected the documents,
coded them, and created themes. While there were procedures put in place to minimize bias as
well as increase credibility, there is still researcher bias concern. It is important to note that all
three researchers are educators within the PK-12 public school system. The team was aware of
these biases and implemented intentional systems to identify and address biases during the data
collection, coding, and analysis portion of this comparative case study.
Researcher’s One Positionality
Researcher one is a first-generation refugee. She was born in Baku, Azerbaijan and came
to The United States when she was three years old. She is a heterosexual, cisgender female, who
is 27 years old. For her entire life, she was raised in a family with a lower socio-economic status
and that has shaped her decision to work in public education. While the value of education was
emphasized often in her household, she was the first in her family to attend university. For the
past six years, she has worked in various sectors of education that include family support,
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working with at-risk youth, being a paraprofessional, a special education teacher, and a general
education English teacher. For her bachelor’s degree, she studied English. Her Master’s degree is
in Special Education, and she is currently a Doctoral student at Seattle University studying
Education and Organizational Learning and Leadership. Researcher one is aware that any
potential biases related to her experiences may influence her perception or interpretation of the
data in this research study.
Researcher’s Two Positionality
Researcher two is a White, cisgender, female originally from suburban Georgia. Born to a
poor family, yet fortunate to attend a highly ranked public school district, researcher two highly
values education and all it has brought into her life. She and her sisters are first generation
college graduates with researcher two being the first to pursue graduate-level coursework.
Researcher two has worked in Deaf Education for six years and considers herself to be a
strong advocate for the rights of students and families. She considers herself to be extremely
passionate about the decolonization of the PK-12 education system. Thus, her positionality is of
consideration for her as she conducts this research to be aware of biases or opinions that may
cloud the work of supporting a more equitable and effective crisis management response from
PK-12 leaders.
Researcher’s Three Positionality
Researcher three is a neural typical, able bodied, first-generation Black American, born to
Nigerian immigrants. In reflection, the researcher recognizes that there have been many
occasions where they have been the communication bridge between their PK-12 teachers, the
building leaders, and their parents. Being the communication bridge brings along the context of
transparency, clarity, and consistency. Additionally, researcher three has over 12 years of
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professional working experience in education. In their current position as a PK-12 Special
Education educator, they advocate for an equitable balance of power, opportunity, and (social)
justice amongst all students. Thus, any potential biases related to this researcher’s experiences or
personal connections may influence their perception or interpretation of the data in this research
study.
Summary
Chapter three included the research methodology that was used for this study. Further,
this chapter provided a thorough description of the purpose of the study, research questions,
research design, research methods, data collection protocols, data analysis procedures, and
ethical considerations. The role of the researchers was also included in this chapter to provide
context. Finally, there was a detailed explanation of the comparative case study. Data was
collected from multiple sources and districts, providing generalizability (Creswell and Poth,
2014; Mills and Gay, 2019). These sources included documents from two regions across the state
of Washington, USA. In chapter four, we will discuss our findings from the data collection.
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CHAPTER 4: Findings
Chapter four presents the findings of our comparative case study. The purpose of this
study is to explore the role of resiliency-building through crisis management leadership practices
in the PK-12 leadership context during the COVID-19 pandemic. We used publicly available
documents in the case study, and the findings informed the recommendations the team developed
for leading in times of crisis. This chapter covers the summary of the research design as well as
the study's findings. The following research questions were used to guide the research study:
1. What are the crisis management communication practices in the PK-12 public school
setting?
2. How do school leaders implement crisis management practices over prolonged periods of
uncertainty?
3. How do school district leaders implement resilience-building practices during a crisis?
Summary of Research Design
This comparative case study aimed to explore the crisis management and resiliencybuilding practices of superintendents during the COVID-19 pandemic that impacted the PK-12
public school setting. We sought to explore crisis management leadership through the voice of
superintendents between two bounded cases across the state of Washington. Critical Race Theory
is utilized as the theoretical framework for this case study with a specific focus on the tenet of
majority narrative and counter-storytelling. Capper (2015) argues that in the work of antiracist
educational leadership, leaders will consistently seek out and listen to the stories and
perspectives of students, families, and community members of color in order to inform their
practices. We used publicly available documents to collect data as this was the primary source of
communication families were able to receive from the superintendent in their district. This data
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was then analyzed with support of the literature to provide recommendations and implications
regarding the research questions.
Data Collection Process
The research team collected data from six school districts within two bounded cases in
the state of Washington. The data was collected from front-facing documents available to the
public. These documents were selected to provide insight into the messages that the community
had access to during the duration of physical school building closures that impacted the 20192020 and 2020-2021 school years. We agreed to include documents that fell within five specific
date parameters. The documents dated within the noted parameters include: (a) parameter one,
March through April 2020; (b) parameter two, May through June 2020; (c) parameter three,
August through September 2020; (d) parameter four, November through December 2020; and (e)
parameter five, March through April 2021. These parameters were selected to allow the research
team to examine trends over a prolonged period of crisis (Smith, 2017). The research team
reviewed 160 total documents (see Table #1), resulting in a total of 1793 codes. The data
collected consisted of publicly available documents from district websites and newsletters as
well as social media posts from Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. The researchers
combed through the various social media platforms and websites, explicitly looking for
communication shared directly from the district's superintendents during the identified
parameters of time. The team defined direct communication from the superintendent as a
message in which the superintendent signed their name or spoke the words in a recorded video
message. The following tables (#1, #2, #3, #4, #5) were created to display various aspects of the
data collected during this research.
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Demographics of Eastern and Western Cases
The research team examined six school districts across two bound cases, the Eastern and
Western regional areas of Washington State (see Figure 2). We intentionally divided the district
into equal self-identified gender ratios. Thus, three school districts in Eastern Washington
(represented by Case East) and three school districts in Western Washington (represented by
Case West). In addition, Table 1 identifies the career tenure of each district’s superintendent—
how many years of service the superintendent has served in their career. Case East average
superintendent tenure is 3.3 years, while Case West average superintendent tenure is 7.6 years
(OSPI, 2021). The following information is collected from the Washington Office of
Superintendent of Public Instruction “Washington State Report Card” for each respective district
in the two cases examined (OSPI, 2021). The names of the individual districts have been
changed to maintain confidentiality. Finally, Table 1 identifies the case and the genders of the
superintendents who lead within each district.
Table 1

Superintendent Self-identified Gender and Case-Bound Region
Case East

District

E1

E2

Case West
E3

W1

W2

W3

Self-Identified Gender
Female Male Female Male Male Female
Superintendent Career Tenure 3 yrs.
2 yrs. 5 yrs.
5 yrs. 8 yrs. 10 yrs.
Bound Case
East
East East
West West West
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Western & Eastern Regions in Washington

Western Region Counties:
Clallam, Clark, Cowlitz, Grays Harbor,
Island, Jefferson, King, Kitsap, Lewis, Mason,
Pacific, Pierce, San Juan, Thurston, Skagit,
Snohomish, Wahkiakum, and Whatcom

Eastern Region Counties:
Adams, Asotin, Benton, Chelan, Columbia,
Douglas, Ferry, Franklin, Garfield, Grant,
Kittitas, Klickitat, Lincoln, Okanogan, Pend
Oreille, Skamania, Spokane, Stevens, Walla
Walla, Whitman, and Yakima

Case East
The Eastern case included three school districts in the Eastern region of the state. The
districts had a range of student enrollment numbers, with the largest district serving almost 19
thousand students and the smallest only a little over three thousand students. All three districts
served a majority of students receiving free or reduced lunches, and two of the three districts
serve a majority of students with families that self-identify as Hispanic/Latino of any race(s) or
White.
Case East District 1—E1
District E1 is a school district with 3,205 enrolled students. There are three elementary
schools, one middle school, and one high school. For the 2020-21 school year, 70% of students
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identify as White, 3.6% as two or more races, 22.8% as Hispanic/Latino of any race(s), 1.3% as
Black/African American, 1.7% as Asian, 0.8% as American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 0.1% as
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander. Self-identified 48.9% are female, 51.0% are male, and
0.1% are gender-X students. 55.6% of students that attend case E1 are receiving free/reduced
lunch. District E1 has 92.7% White, 2.4% two or more races, 1.5% Hispanic/Latino of any
race(s), 2.4% Asian, and 1.0% American Indian/Alaskan Native self-identified educators.
Case East District 2—E2
District E2 has 15,879 students enrolled in the 2020-2021 school year. There are six preschools, 14 elementary schools, nine middle schools, and nine high schools. For the 2020-21
school year, 15.6% of students identify as White, 2.5% as two or more races, 80.1% as
Hispanic/Latino of any race(s), 0.5% as Black/African American, 0.4% as Asian, 0.9% as
American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 0.1% as Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander. Selfidentified 49.4% are female, 50.6% are male, and 0% are gender-X students. 79.1% of students
that attend case E2 are receiving free/reduced lunch. District E2 has 72% White, 0.1% two or
more races, 20.3% Hispanic/Latino of any race(s), 1% Asian, 0.9% Black/African American,
0.9% American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 4.7% as not provided self-identified educators.
Case East District 3—E3
District E3 has 18,731 enrolled students during the 2020-2021 school year. It serves
students at 17 elementary schools, four middle schools, four high schools, and one online PK-12
program. Student self-identified demographics are reported as follows: 73% Hispanic/Latino of
any race(s), 21.8% White, 2.7% Two or More Races, 1.2% Asian, 0.9% Black/African American,
0.3% Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, and 0.1% American Indian/Alaskan Native. The
district is comprised of 50.8% male students and 49.2% female students with 70.1% of students
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receiving free or reduced lunch costs. The educators in district E3 self-identify as the following
race/ethnicities: 74.0% White, 23.1% Hispanic/Latino of any race(s), 1.1% Black/African
American, 0.7% American Indian/Alaskan Native, 0.7% Asian, and 0.4% Not Provided.
Case West
The Western case was comprised of three school districts in Western Washington state.
The districts serve an enrollment range of over 20 thousand students in District W1 to around
four thousand students in District W2. One of the three districts served a majority of students
receiving free or reduced lunches, and two of the three districts serve a majority of students with
families that self-identify as White or Asian.
Case West District 1—W1
District W1 has 20,283 students enrolled in the 2020-2021 school year. There are 18
elementary schools, six middle schools, five high schools, and one choice school with both
middle and high school students. For the 2020-21 school year, 31% of students identify as White,
9.4% as two or more races, 13% as Hispanic/Latinx of any race, 3.2% as Black/African
American, 43% as Asian, 0.1% as American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 0.3% as Native
Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander. Self-identified 47.9% are female, 52.0% are male, and 0.1% are
gender-X students. 17.3% of students that attend district W1 are receiving free/reduced lunch.
District W1 has 77.1% White, 1.7% two or more races, 7.6% Hispanic/Latino of any race(s),
11.1% Asian, .3% Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, 1.3% Black/African American, 0.5%
American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 0.6% as not provided self-identified educators.
Case West District 2—W2
District W2 has a total enrollment of 4,542 students attending three elementary schools,
one middle school, one high school, and two specialized academies. The district serves 64.5% of
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students that receive free or reduced lunch. The following self-identified demographics represent
the student population of the district: 0.8% American Indian/Alaskan Native, 3.6 % Asian, 5.7%
Hispanic/Latino of any race(s), 2.1% Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, 15.9% Two or
More Races, and 48.4% White. There are 50.9% male students and 49.1% female students in the
district. The district’s educators self-identify as the following race/ethnicity: 88.2% White, 3.3%
Hispanic/Latino of any race(s), 2.7% Two or More Races, 2.2% Not Provided, 1.4% Asian, 1.4%
Black/African American, 0.5% American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 0.3% Native
Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander.
Case West District 3—W3
District W3 has 9,185 enrolled students. There are seven elementary schools, two middle
schools, and two high schools. For the 2020-21 school year, 0.3% of students identified as
American Indian/Alaska Native, 5.0% as Asian, 2.5% as Black/African American, 15.9% as
Hispanic/Latino of any race(s), 0. 4% as Native Hawaiian/ other Pacific Islander, 9.5% as two or
more races, and 66.4% as White. There are 52.0% male, 48.0% female self-identified students.
24.7% of students that attend district 6 receive free/reduced lunch. District W3 has 92.9% White,
0.6% two or more races, 0.6% Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, 0.8% Hispanic/Latino of
any race, 1.7% Asian, and 0.4% American Indian/Alaskan native self-identified educators.
Table #2 lists the demographic data of participating districts found within the Eastern and
Western cases. Data was collected from the State Office of Public Instruction (OSPI, 2021).
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Student Demographics for the 2020-2021 School Year Across the Eastern and
Western Bound Cases
Eastern Case

Western Case

Demographics (2020-21) %

E1

E2

E3

W1

W2

W3

Student enrollment
Free/Reduced Lunch
American Indian/ Alaskan Native
Asian
Black/ African American
Hispanic/ Latino of any race(s)
Native Hawaiian/ Other Pacific Islander
Two or More Races
White
Male
Female
Gender-X

3250
55.6
0.8
1.7
1.3
21.8
0.1
3.6
70.8
51.0
48.9
0.1

15879
79.1
0.9
0.4
0.5
80.1
0.1
2.5
15.6
50.6
49.4
0.0

18731
70.1
0.1
1.2
0.9
73.0
0.3
2.7
21.8
50.8
49.2
0.0

20283
17.3
0.1
43.0
3.2
13.0
0.3
9.4
31.0
52.0
47.9
0.1

4542
64.5
0.8
3.6
5.7
23.4
2.1
15.9
48.4
50.9
49.1
0.0

9185
24.7
0.3
5.0
2.5
15.9
0.4
9.5
66.4
52.0
48.0
0.0

Data Analysis
The following section reviews the data collection cycles of the research team that were
conducted during the data analysis process. The team conducted multiple rounds of coding of
publicly available documents as identified as the data set for the study. In order to support
reliability, the members of our research team created an interrater agreement, allowing for the
discussion of codes throughout the analysis (Creswell, 2009). Finally, a discussion of the
triangulation of data and the final code count was reviewed.
Data Collection Cycles
The research team collected data from the identified school districts independently, with
each researcher examining data from two school districts. An intercoder agreement was
established based on the use of multiple coders. This method supports the stability of responses
to multiple coders of a data set, otherwise known as reliability (Creswell, 2009). The procedure
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for assessing the intercoder agreement for this research began with establishing a common
platform for coding and developing a preliminary code list. During this first cycle of the coding
process, each researcher separately coded and triangulated their data to ensure consistent results.
Next, we developed and shared the initial set of verbatim or InVivo codes (Saldana, 2009). Then,
the team began to compare codes across the various districts from the independent coding cycle.
We then assessed and reported the intercoder agreement between researchers. The intercoder
agreement involved the team members discussing and analyzing the data to ensure consistency
and compare researcher perspectives. Lastly, we revised and finalized the codebook to inform the
analysis of the collected data (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.265).
For the second cycle of the coding process, the researchers reexamined and reorganized
the data discovered within the first cycle of coding using Saldana's (2009) coding 'pattern'
strategy. After patterns emerged, the team gathered to reduce the number of initial codes
developed through sorting and re-labeling coded data into concrete categories and themes
(Saldana, 2009).
Triangulation
A “researcher’s lens” is the validation strategy that our team used to check the accuracy
of the qualitative document reviewed (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Corroborating evidence through
the triangulation of multiple data sources supports using the insights gathered to further our
interpretation and findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
The researchers triangulated the findings by collecting various public documents that
include district websites, Facebook page posts, Instagram posts, Twitter tweets, and YouTube
videos. This approach to data collection mitigated and reduced the impact of potential biases that
can exist in a single study (Bowen, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2018;). To ensure the credibility and
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consistency of results, we converged, corroborated, and analyzed the information coded from the
document analysis.
The team’s data collection resulted in 1798 total codes, with 15 rejected codes resulting
in 1783 codes. Fifteen codes were rejected as the team concluded that they did not pertain to the
research questions pursued as a result of this study. The team analyzed the remaining codes into
themes described in greater detail in the following section.
Findings
This portion of the chapter will outline the primary findings from the data. Through the
utilization of publicly available documents, the team was able to develop eight themes. These
themes included: (a) racial equity, (b) community, (c) resources, (d) social-emotional supports,
(e) collaboration, (f) communication, (g) gratitude, and (h) perseverance. The team also collected
data around the platform and timing variability between the two cases.
Publicly Available Documents
The research team utilized publicly available documents found on the district website or
social media pages. These documents were obtained without the need for the researchers to
create a login or account to access the documents. This was a crucial piece of the case study as
we chose for the exploration to be as similar to individuals within the community as possible.
This allowed for us to be able to gain communication as they would.
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Number of Public Documents Found on District's Website or Social Media
Accounts by Bound Cases
Eastern Case

Western Case

District

E1 E2 E3

W1 W2 W3

March-April 2020
May-June 2020
August-September 2020
November-December 2020
March-April 2021

1
1
2
2
1

13
6
0
0
0

43
12
23
29
6

1
2
2
1
3

Total

7

19

113 9

0
6
3
1
0

0
0
1
1
0

10

2

Thematic Strands
Upon analysis, the following eight themes emerged: (a) racial equity, (b) community, (c)
resources, (d) social-emotional supports, (e) collaboration, (f) communication, (g) gratitude, and
(h) perseverance. The cases are each evaluated under the respective theme. Table #4 can be
referenced for the frequency of coded themes shared across all six districts. The total number of
documents for each of the cases are displayed in Table 3, but to further inform the research the
team used the total percentages of documents per bound case.
Table 4

Common Themes Found Across the Eastern and Western Bound Case Study.
Eastern Case

Western Case

Themes

N

%

E1

E2

E3

%

E1

E2

E3 %

Community
Social-Emotional Supports
Collaboration
Resources/opportunity
Communication
Gratitude
Perseverance/Resilience
Racial/Equity/Inclusion

324
89
157
345
154
357
215
152

18.5%
5.1%
9.0%
19.7%
8.8%
18.4%
11.8%
8.7%

51
50
61
124
49
116
24
45

13
12
3
10
7
6
6
3

133
5
44
105
15
145
90
51

16.9%
5.7%
9.3%
20.5%
6.1%
22.9%
10.2%
8.5%

91
17
45
41
36
19
77
29

30
2
0
65
47
64
17
23

6
3
4
0
0
7
2
1

Total

1793

520 60

588

355 248 23

20.3%
3.5%
7.8%
16.9%
13.3%
14.4%
15.3%
8.5%
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Common Themes Found and Total Percentage Across the Eastern and Western
Bound Case Study

Themes

N

Eastern %

N

Western %

Community
Social-Emotional Supports
Collaboration
Resources/opportunity/access
Communication
Gratitude
Perseverance/Resilience
Racial/Equity/Inclusion

197
67
108
239
71
267
119
99

16.9%
5.7%
9.3%
20.5%
6.1%
22.9%
10.2%
8.5%

127
22
49
106
83
90
96
53

20.3%
3.5%
7.8%
16.9%
13.3%
14.4%
15.3%
8.5%

Total

1167

626

Racial Equity
Coding for racial equity and inclusion showed the theme explicitly expressed by district
superintendents in exactly 8.5% of the coded data for both Case East and Case West. Data from
the Eastern case offered 99 codes, with 53 codes from the Western case for an emerging total of
152 codes overall. The data showed racial equity and inclusion to be the third lowest coded
theme in the Eastern and Western cases. Overall, examples discussed include (a) race; (b) equity;
(c) inclusion; (d) current events, (e) special education services. The findings suggest that
superintendents used the theme of racial equity and inclusion in conjunction with the themes of
community and perseverance as verbatim codes offer many examples of correspondence (i.e.
“There is no place for hate in our learning community, and the [District W1] community stands
ready and willing to support all of our students and families,” “we are on a journey to becoming
culturally responsive educators,” “[District E1] is doubling down on efforts for equity in
education #blacklivesmatter #joinus”). Further, the data revealed that the language around the
theme of racial equity and inclusion was primarily related to the oppression and death of African
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Americans as well as the heightened discrimination against the Asian American community with
the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in the Western case. This language is noted in the
following examples “In the midst of an extremely disruptive and deadly pandemic, I was deeply
saddened and shocked to see the horrific video documenting the senseless death of George
Floyd,” “The most recent events in the tragic and senseless deaths of black Americans,” “In
addition to all the other challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic, the United States has
experienced an alarming increase in racist anti-Asian hate incidents,” and “These acts of terror
and racial violence make it a difficult and painful time for our nation’s AAPI (Asian American
and Pacific Islander) community.” The researchers noted that only one of the three districts in the
Eastern case utilized this level of specificity in their language with a newsletter from the
superintendent in District E3 offering, “I have struggled to write something to you in the face of
the death of George Floyd.”
Community
While the research team defined school community as “an assemblage of the people
intimately attached to a school- its teachers, administrators, students, and the students’ families,”
the findings suggest a broader scope of community that included community organizations that
collaborated with the suggested districts (Redding, 1991). Coding showed the community theme
is explicitly expressed by district superintendents in 18.2% of the coded data and emerged in 324
of the overall codes. The Western case had the theme of community as its highest represented
category with 20.3% of all codes. The Eastern case also had a larger representation of the theme
with 16.9% of codes, though the data indicates this theme to be the third-highest code in the
Eastern region. Examples discussed include (a) concern for the community; (b) superintendent
relation or reflection to community; (c) sense of community; (d) transportation; (e)
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infrastructure; (f) community organizations; (g) community culture; (h) group language; and (i)
school community as defined above. Specifically, superintendents in the Western case utilized
language that was directed towards and relating to the connection of the community, including
examples like “During these challenging times, I am so proud of how our community has come
together,” and “we are a strong community.” The districts in the Eastern case often paired their
communication about the school community with an acknowledgment of gratitude, (i.e., “We are
thankful for our continued communication and collaboration” and “Thank you to our
community!”), the theme most prevalent in that case.
Resources
Codes regarding resources showed this common theme of the coded data and emerged in
345 of the overall codes. the Eastern case and the Western case had higher percentages of this
theme with 20.5% and 16.9% respectively. This theme was the second highest code of both Case
East and Case West. The findings from the data suggest the various needs amongst the diverse
school districts. Additionally, the findings reveal specifically the type of resources and needs that
were most prevalent for each school community and district throughout the COVID-19
pandemic. Examples discussed include (a) access to resources, (b) building capacity, (c)
commitment, (d) community resources and organizations and (e) opportunities. The researchers
found that the Eastern case offered more frequent communication regarding details of meal
services with examples including “these meals are free to our children who are 18 and under,”
“…to provide meals for our wonderful students! …We love our food service staff,” “food
services beginning on Tuesday, March 17, 2020,” and “Each child gets a lunch and a breakfast.”
Superintendents in the Western case offered language more frequently around educational and
mental health services with some examples from the data including: “Please contact your
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student’s school principal to arrange for assistance from a counselor or call the Mental Health
and Counseling Hotline at XXX-XXX-XXXX,” and “links to helpful resources to assist with this
are listed below.”
Social-Emotional Supports
Social-emotional supports were coded the least frequently amongst the data set overall
and within each bounded case, representing 5.7% of codes in the Eastern case and 3.5% of codes
in the Western case. This code appeared 89 times out of a total of 1783 codes. The team defined
this specific code as both the validation of social-emotional needs of the school community as
well as the offering of resources or information specific to social-emotional well-being of
students, families, and staff. Leadership language around this type of support included words and
phrases including “challenge/challenging,” “acknowledge,” “social-emotional needs," and
“mental health.”
Collaboration
Some documents reviewed in the data collection process provided specific language
pertaining to the need for, or the acknowledgment of, existing collaboration amongst members of
the school community. Collaboration appeared in 9.3% of codes in the Eastern case and 7.8% of
the Western case codes. The number of codes was approximately two times higher in the Eastern
case when compared to the Western case with 108 and 49 codes, respectively. The data set
contained many phrases that included group language or use of the word “we” and “our,”
particularly in the Eastern case. The data included language that acknowledged the collaboration
with staff, families, and community organizations. Examples of this code included: a) “For your
collaboration…” b) “continuing to work together” c) “student collaboration online” and d)
“together we can…”
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Communication
The research team defined communication as the exchange of information through
human and non-human devices that is verbal dialogue, written information, images, and behavior
that is clear, frequent, and timely, to respond to and manage a crisis (Bradler, Schiller,
Aitenbichler, & Liebau, 2009; Farías, 2013). Coding of this theme appeared more frequently in
the Western case with 83 codes, making up 13.3% of codes for that region. Researchers coded 71
codes in this theme, resulting in 6.1% of codes in the Eastern case. Through analysis of the 154
codes within this theme, the research team explored the connection between communication
between the superintendent, school community, district staff, and students. This theme also
included the explicit explanation of two-way communication opportunities between the school
community and the district. Examples reviewed for data collection include; (a) “by the start of
next week, you or your students should have heard from our educators about what learning
experiences students should be working on during the week,” (b) “all parents will receive
specific information,” (c) “after this meeting, all parents will receive specific information about;
(d) message can be left for a return telephone call; (e) also to check-in and share a little
information with you.
Gratitude
The Webster dictionary defines gratitude as the state of being grateful: thankfulness
(Merriam-Webster, 2021). Coding showed gratitude as the most prominent coded theme in the
Eastern case, represented by 22.9% of codes. This code was noted in 14.4% of codes in the
Western case. In discussing the data of this theme, the research team noticed that direct language
of gratitude towards staff, families, and students emerged. Other frequent language expressed as
ways to describe this code included ‘thank you,’ ‘appreciation,’ ‘praises,’ ‘celebrations,’ which
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were coded as gratitude. Examples of common codes included: “please join me in thanking our
amazing teachers,” “incredibly grateful,” “tremendous honor to serve our students,” we are
grateful to our staff,” “appreciate virtual connections,” “thank you to food service staff and
others who are making this possible!”
Perseverance
Coding showed perseverance expressed by district superintendents occurred in 10.2% of
codes in the Eastern case and 15.3% of codes in the Western case. Of the 215, 119 of those codes
were represented in the Eastern case with the remaining 96 in the Western case. Codes aligned to
create this theme included common language around social uncertainty, stakeholder resiliency,
and other frequently used language themes expressed by district superintendents including,
‘resilience,’ ‘uncertainty,’ and ‘strength.’ Examples of common codes include (a) “offer the best
of us that we can give during this time,” (b) “let's weather the course,” (c) “our school buildings
may be closed, but together we will continue to work towards our vision, to affirm and inspire
each and every student to learn and thrive as creators of their future world,” (d) “Be patient with
one other and show grace #TogetherWeWill #Thankful for our wonderful students, staff, and
community!” (e) “strong and functioning,” and (f) “Although change has been the one constant
this summer, our staff has….”
Platform Variability
The most common documents were collected from social media with four out of six
school districts utilizing Twitter most commonly. Many posts found on Facebook and/or
Instagram were reposted in multiple locations and were often not specific addresses from the
superintendent themselves. Three school districts utilized newsletters that were posted to the
district website to communicate with school communities. Two school districts utilized YouTube
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or Facebook Live videos to relay information from the superintendent as well. Overall, social
media platforms were used more commonly and frequently than the district website for direct
superintendent communication.
Summary
This chapter outlined the collected data and an overview of the findings from publicly
available documents collected over five defined time periods during the response to the COVID19 pandemic’s impact on schools during the initial closure during the 2019-2020 school year and
throughout the 2020-2021 year. The data collected from six school districts within two cases in
the state of Washington offers insight into the communication offered directly from
superintendents as a crisis response. The following chapter will offer further detail into the data
analysis as well as a discussion and recommendations based on findings of the study.
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CHAPTER 5: Discussion
The following chapter provides details of the findings from the comparative case study.
The research team provides information on an overview of the study and a discussion of the
findings. The chapter will further offer implications for leaders, strengths, and limitations of the
study as well as comments from the researchers prior to the conclusion.
Overview of the Study
The COVID-19 pandemic introduced an unprecedented host of challenges in the modernday PK-12 public school system in the U.S. Leaders were faced with a new level of nuance to
their crisis management practices that included a need to support and sustain the resiliency of the
communities they serve as the impacts of the pandemic were felt in all aspects of daily life
(Michelli, 2020). The literature suggests that prolonged exposure to high levels of stress is a
primary barrier to the development and maintenance of resilience at both the individual and
community levels (Wombacher et al., 2017).
The team conducted a comparative case study to offer insights into the emerging themes
in the crisis management communication practices of superintendents across two cases in the
state of Washington. The team developed the following questions that guided the research:
1. What are the crisis management communication practices in the PK-12 public
school setting?
2. How do school leaders implement crisis management practices over prolonged
periods of uncertainty?
3. How do school district leaders implement resilience-building practices during a
crisis?
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Each case contained three school districts selected by factors that included geographic
location, percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch (socio-economic status), and
gender of the superintendent. Crisis management and resiliency-building practices were utilized
as conceptual frameworks through which the team developed an analysis of the
data. Additionally, Critical Race Theory, with specific consideration of the concept of
majoritarian narrative and counter-storytelling, informed the analysis of this study. The team
reviewed publicly available documents that were reviewed over five different time periods
between March of 2020 and April of 2021. In the following sections, we will offer
recommendations for leaders as well as implications for future research.
Discussion of the Findings
The following section reviews the findings as related to each of the three research
questions identified in the comparative case study. The team reviewed publicly available
documents across two bounded cases with a total of 1793 codes. From these codes, the team
analyzed the data to offer responses to the research questions.
Research Question One
The first question the team explored was: What are the crisis management
communication practices in the PK-12 public school setting?
The research team sought to address this initial question to develop an understanding of
the communication practices that were implemented during the closure of physical school
buildings in response to the pandemic as communication is an essential element of managing
crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2011; Seegar, 2006). During the end of the 2019-2020 school year
and for the duration of the 2020-2021 school year, leaders were faced with a new level of
necessary coordination and communication as PK-12 public education shifted to and from fully
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remote models. This required response to both technical and adaptive challenges at the district
level (Daft, 2016; Northouse, 2019). As a result, leaders increased the frequency of electronic
engagement and communication. Results from Case East and West offer insight into the
differences in crisis communication practices of superintendents in the two regions of
Washington state. Additionally, the results also offer a connection between both sets of data
resulted in the same least frequently coded theme of “social-emotional supports.” The role of
resource sharing was also a common theme between cases, as it was the second most frequently
coded theme within each case. The team offers insight into the analysis of this data.
Leaders in the Eastern case, comprised of three school districts in the Eastern region of
the state, consistently displayed gratitude throughout their communications. This was expressed
by superintendents in their direct messages to various members of the school community,
including staff and families. The literature suggests that while honest and empathetic
communication is vital in maintaining trust through the duration of crisis response, there is no
mention to the utilization of gratitude specifically (Bundy et al., 2017; Seegar, 2006; Smith &
Riley, 2012). However, Seegar (2006) offers that through a demonstration of concern and
empathy, leaders utilize best practices in crisis management communication. Thus, one might
argue that the acknowledgment of the work of others through gratitude and praise may be a way
to demonstrate empathetic language in communication (Boin & McConnell, 2007; Seegar,
2006). Additionally, a superintendent’s specific acknowledgment of the work of a member of the
school community potentially demonstrates collaborative work, a critical practice in crisis
management communication (Seegar, 2006).
The leaders included in the Western case, mentioned overall acknowledgments of
community most frequently in their correspondences. Bundy and colleagues (2017) offer that the
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inclusion of stakeholders in crisis communication, in addition to how closely those stakeholders
identify with the organization, can greatly impact the perception of effective leadership during a
crisis. This practice may have been an offer to further connect community members to the work
of the school district(s). Collective language around purpose and response to crisis can support a
more positive response towards the response from leadership (Bundy et al., 2017; Smith & Riley,
2012). The specific utilization of callouts to influential members of the school community,
namely, community organizations and staff members, may have been strategic as research
indicates that key members of a community can be leveraged to support a more positive and
supportive response from the community (Bundy et al., 2017). Leadership and crisis
management theorists offer that trust-building between leaders and the communities they serve is
an intentional and ongoing practice that must predate crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2011;
Northouse, 2019; Powley, 2009). Seegar (2006) offers that when community members feel
included, they are more willing to trust in the decisions of leaders.
In contrast to the notion of demonstrating concern in communication as explored through
the largest theme in each case, the data revealed least consistent messaging around socialemotional supports. It is important to recognize that while many of the codes in this theme
related directly to sharing of mental health resources as well as communication around shared
experiences, some codes that may be related were also captured in the resources theme that
emerged from the data. Leaders included in this case study offered a small amount of
communication that pertained directly to the social-emotional supports of the school community.
The team found this finding to be surprising, given the intense nature of impacts the pandemic
had on the daily lives of individuals across the globe. Though the superintendents communicated
often about resources, an important factor that may provide feelings of safety for community
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members, the lack of direct communication around supports for the mental health of school
communities was an unexpected result of this study (Bundy et al., 2017). The literature of crisis
communication, resiliency-building, and authentic leadership offer that empathetic
communication around shared experiences can be supportive in maintaining trust and supportive
resilient behaviors (Boin & McConnel, 2007; Bundy et al., 2017; Coombs, 2010; Northouse,
2019; Seegar, 2006). Despite the potentially supportive aspect of this communication from the
leader’s perspective, the lack of information on resources may isolate members of the
community seeking guidance and support from leadership. Additionally, CRT theorists offer that
when the voices of community members are not utilized to share diverse perspectives, leaders
may perpetuate the status quo of a majoritarian narrative that excludes many (Capper, 2015;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
Leaders in Case East and Case West had frequent messaging that related to the school
community, though the language utilized by leaders in each case varied between gratitude and
general acknowledgment. Though the cases varied in approach to community inclusion in crisis
response, two topics of communication were shared in frequency between the bounded cases:
social-emotional supports and resources. These findings may suggest differences in leadership
styles that may be influenced by a variety of factors related to both the identity of the
superintendent and the demographics of the school district.
Research Question Two
In crisis management, the communication system that organizations have with the
communities they are serving throughout a crisis is vital to the lasting and long-term effects that
will inevitably arise long after the crisis is over (Coombs & Holladay, 2011). Therefore, the
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second question our team sought to explore was how school leaders implement crisis
management practices over prolonged periods of uncertainty?
One of the areas the research team wanted to explore was the role of consistency and
frequency in communication over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic as well as how it
impacted the resiliency of communities between Case East and West. The results indicated that
over the five elected time periods, the Eastern case had higher levels of frequency from the
beginning but was less consistent in their communication. While the Western case had lower
frequency, their communication was consistent throughout the course of the study. Figure 2
illustrates that the Eastern case began to decline in their frequency in communication therefore
impacting the consistency in which communities were receiving information through the
duration of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our team further considered the variance in years of
experience amongst the superintendents in Case East and Case West. Overall, the
superintendents in Case West had an average of 7.6 years in leadership while the leaders in Case
East had an average of 3.3 years (OSPI, 2021). This may indicate differences in consistent
communication practices due to years of experience. The PK-12 system operates on a
mechanistic top-down approach with superintendents as the voice of the community and district
(Daft, 2016). Therefore, when frequency and consistency in communication wavers, resiliency
and trust are impacted resulting challenges with the district serving their communities (Cowan &
Rossen, 2013; Daft, 2016; Liou, 2014; Smith and Riley, 2012).
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Frequency of Publicly Available Front-facing Documents in the Eastern and
Western case
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Exploring the dates of March-April of 2020 as well as March-April of 2021, Figure 3
shows that the Eastern case decreased in both frequency and consistency, while the Western case
increased in frequency and remained consistent in their communication. Interestingly, the
Eastern case and the Western case superintendents vocalized communication around the area of
resources during the beginning and end of the study. The data indicates a higher percentage of
communication around access to resources during the two identified time periods. the Eastern
case had a higher percentage of their supports around access to basic needs such as meals, while
The Western case primarily focused their resources on academic and social-emotional supports.
The differences in access to resources may be attributed to demographics of the school districts,
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including a percentage of students receiving free and reduced lunch. The crisis management
practices utilized by district leaders emphasize the practices of collaboration with community
and demonstrating concern in communication regarding support of the community in gaining
access to educational and basic necessities. Further, the CRT lens of majoritarian narrative as
well as district data would argue that superintendent leadership depicts and permeates the story
that there is a socio-economic difference and that different resources are necessary within the
communities (Delgado, 1989; Delgado and Stefancic, 2017; Tate, 1995; Soloranzo & Yasso,
2001).
Figure 4

Frequency of Communication Over Five Time Periods
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Conversely, while there was a high frequency in communication regarding resources
between both districts, the Western case had a higher percentage of communication with
resiliency and perseverance at 15.3% in comparison with the Eastern case at 10.2%. The crisis
management practice of fostering acceptance of uncertainty was utilized in the language of
perseverance along with the resiliency building practice of encouraging adaptability. Leaders in
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the Western case used this crisis management strategy while simultaneously providing words of
encouragement and gratitude in the same breath. Kimhi et al. (2020) suggest that a communal
understanding of support through community influences individual response to resiliency.
Additionally, this supports the application of the adaptive leadership practice of responsiveness
to diverse needs of the community (Northouse, 2019). This research in conjunction with the data
may suggest that resiliency in the Western case was higher than that of the Eastern case due to
higher frequency in communication from superintendents in the Western case.
Resilience-building language emphasized by superintendents reflects the community.
However, the coded data specifies that both Case East and Case West had minimal voice directly
from the community as indicated by forward facing documents. Rather, superintendents spoke on
behalf of the community which, when analyzed through the CRT lens of majority narrative,
would support a perpetuation of a dominant narrative which possibly demonstrates an inauthentic
perception of resiliency amongst the communities that are being served (Delgado, 1989;
Soloranzo & Yasso, 2001; Tate, 1995). The communication practices of leaders were evaluated
during the midst of crisis response. However, it remains to be known if and how leaders will
utilize resilience-building practices in the stages of post-crisis (Northouse, 2019; Smith, 2017).
Additionally, the application of leadership practices may vary during different stages in crisis
management (Coombs, 2007).
Research Question Three
Resiliency can be built at both the individual and community/organizational levels, with
most research offering ways in which individuals may support their own resiliency (Zarotti et al.,
2020). Research over the last two decades has demonstrated that resilience is a multidimensional
characteristic that varies with context, time, age, gender, and cultural origin, as well as within an
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individual subjected to different life circumstances (Powley, 2009; Paredes et al., 2021; Smith,
2017; Wong & Wong, 2012). The research shows that resilience-building practices in an
organizational setting require the presence of three dimensions. The first is for leaders to
recognize the experiences of others in communication, second, to encourage adaptability and
lastly, is to jointly prepare for shared meaning-making during a crisis (Boin & McConnell, 2007;
Smith, 2017).
The third research question asks, how do school district leaders implement resiliencebuilding practices during a crisis? The research team analyzed two bound cases that each
contained three school districts. Of the 1793 total codes identified from front-facing publicly
available documents, eight themes emerged. Twelve percent of the total identified codes related
to resilience-building or perseverance language. Language such as (a) “offer the best of us that
we can give during this time”; (b) “let’s weather the course”; (c) “together we will continue to
work towards our vision, to affirm and inspire each and every student to learn and thrive as
creators of their future world”; (d) “Be patient with one other and show grace”; (e) “strong and
functioning”; was coded.
The coded findings present that resilience-building practices vary amongst the two cases.
The variation occurs between the frequency of resilience-building language and the content
delivery. For example, in the Eastern case, the team coded 10.2% of all codes to contain
resilience-building language. On the other hand, in the Western case, 15.3% of codes had
resilience-building language. From the frequency of coded language, this study suggests that
educational leaders, 12% of the time, communicated the importance of building resilience with
their school community. Specifically, educational leaders in the Western case appeared to
communicate more resiliency-building language than those located in the Eastern case.
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Influential educational leaders communicate frequently and clearly to their stakeholders.
The leaders communicate a stakeholder’s worth and potential, often enough that the members
come to see it in themselves (Smith & Riley, 2012). An impact that may explain the difference in
resilience-building language between the two cases is the psychological impact the COVID-19
global pandemic has had on educational leaders. These psychological impacts may arise from the
‘stay home’ order mandated by Governor Jay Inslee.
The literature indicates that a leader’s leadership style and personal values drive their
resilience-building practices (Smith, 2017). Smith (2017) implies that although leaders are
expected to be capable of dealing with issues that arise during a crisis, when one’s moral values
become compromised during uncertainty and prolonged or severe trauma, resiliency fails. For
example, in a PK-12 educational setting, moral compromises can include withholding
information about upcoming redundancies; inconsistent standards of professionalism amongst
leadership-team staff; muddled communication language to staff (i.e., not painting the whole
picture); mandated support of an adopted building scheduling plan that neglects educational
access to marginalized students (i.e., students with disabilities) (Capper, 2015).
Moreover, the health crisis resulted in several economic impacts, including business
closures, loss of employment, changes in living arrangements, altered employment expectations,
skillsets, and poor health. Educational leaders are not exempt from the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic, as seen in the literature, due to the magnitude of this pandemic, the psychological
effect, and potential factors that produce negative psychological consequences may affect mental
well-being and potential mechanisms to cope with consequences (Paredes et al., 2021). Research
has shown that individuals may respond differently to the emotional distress caused by traumatic
events (Killgore et al., 2020). Educational leaders and their executive leadership team must
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demonstrate psychological stability and clarity to communicate resilience-building language to
the community meaningfully.
Analytical Frameworks
Our team utilized the phenomenon of resilience-building and Critical Race Theory to
inform our thematic strands as well as support the analysis of the data. Resilience-building
practices informed our data collection process. Our team identified best practices in resiliencebuilding to include joint preparation, encouraging adaptability, and recognizing experiences in
communication (Boin & McConnell, 2007; Paredes et al., 2021). Additionally, the literature
offers that for leaders to effectively utilize resilience-building practices during a crisis, there
must be consistency in communication (Smith & Riley, 2012). Our team also utilized CRT to
explore how leader communication may perpetuate or combat a majoritarian narrative (Capper,
2015). Our team found a lack of community voice and collaboration amongst the data collected.
We recognize and assert that this gap in representation may impact the resilience of the
communities.
Resilience-Building Practices
Our study reviewed publicly available documents that included direct messages from
superintendents throughout the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years. The data reflected few
insights into joint preparation activities that may have been part of leaders’ crisis management
practice due to the nature of publicly available documents. However, our team offers that a
necessary component of resilience-building entails a transparent awareness of effort anchored in
mutual trust between community members and leaders (Boin & McConnell, 2007). Leaders have
an obligation to incorporate and share collaboration efforts clearly and consistently (Smith &
Riley, 2012). This practice may have been better supported through public acknowledgment of
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preparation and collaboration with community members outside of the school building (i.e.,
staff) as many data points included recognition of these efforts. Our team found multiple
descriptions of planning amongst school staff, but limited offerings of consistent collaboration
with families. Despite a small number of data points, including a request from families to
complete a feedback survey in Case East, were collected, community voice itself remained
absent.
Through our analysis, our team recognizes that a leader’s ability to encourage
adaptability stems from a combination of mutual trust, a developed awareness of the capacity of
others, and self-regulation (Ikwumelu et al., 2015; Boin & McConnel, 2007). As leaders develop
and foster collaboration, community members may be more receptive towards encouragement of
flexible mindsets during prolonged periods of crisis (Boin & McConnel, 2007). Consistent
collaboration with school communities will yield opportunities for leaders to meet their
individual needs, fostering both adaptation and resiliency.
While leaders in both Case East and Case West demonstrated some form of resiliencebuilding practices in their communication, there was evidence to suggest that there was not
enough consistency and community collaboration amongst the documents that we explored as
part of this study. The lack of consistent communication around joint preparation may have
impacted the leaders’ ability to recognize experiences in communication. Our data suggests that
leaders were able to share their own personal perspectives frequently. However, when
community members are given a platform in a transparent and consistent manner, leaders may be
able to develop a deeper understanding of the needs and perspectives of the communities they
serve.
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Critical Race Theory
We used Critical Race Theory as the lens in which we analyzed the collected data.
Specifically, we used the tenet of majoritarian narrative to explore how dominant voice was
present in communication amongst district leaders in publicly available documents. The
perpetuation of dominant narrative was a consistent trend throughout the data as demonstrated by
an overall lack of direct community voice through filtered community feedback resulting in
assumptions of community needs.
We collected data under the thematic strand of resources that indicated communication
from school superintendents regarding resources and opportunities. While leaders in this case
study included resources for basic necessities, academic assistance, and social-emotional
supports, each case had a different emphasis on which resource was offered most frequently.
Case East showed a higher percentage of communication of basic needs, such as food services.
There was continuous communication letting community members know where to receive and
pick up free food during the pandemic. Case West showed a higher percentage of communication
around academic supports and resources. There was considerable communication providing
phone numbers communication with regard to resources, such as laptops and hotspots, to aid
student access to curriculum and class.
Through the CRT lens of majoritarian narrative, the lack of clear indication that students
and families were involved in indicating their own needs may perpetuate a dominant narrative
(Capper, 2015). Our team collected data that included one example from Case East that revealed
the responses from a family survey. This was the only specific example from the data that
provided any indication of community voice throughout the data set. The results of the survey
were shared, though the entire original survey was not available to be collected as part of our
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data collection, thus our team is not aware if the results shared encompassed the entire survey or
otherwise. Specifically, assumptions of community needs could be attributed to the difference in
demographics across the cases (See Appendix A). If community voice had been elevated through
the public platforms utilized by superintendents, it may have been displayed as video messaging
from families, direct quotations, reviews of community meetings, or publicized townhalls.
Without direct community voice, it is unclear how assumptions are made of community needs
and perspectives. For example, the majority of district leaders in both cases spoke to
communities after the murder of George Floyd. While they offered sympathetic words and their
perception of community needs, specific acknowledgement of how the needs of the community
were identified. Through our data collection and analysis, we were able to see superintendent
voice; however, the absence of community voice was apparent. The lack of direct community
involvement may result in an inauthentic representation of the perspective of the community and
a perpetuation of a majoritarian narrative.
Leader transparency in communication is a vital aspect of building resiliency amongst
school communities, particularly for marginalized students and families. School buildings and
the learning environments within them can be direct representations of their own community
when leaders intentionally elevate the voices of families and students. Our analysis indicates a
need for both the solicitation and inclusion of Black and Brown voices to prioritize counter
storytelling without essentializing their perspectives (Capper, 2015).
Implications
From the analysis of the data collected in this study, our team offers implications for
leaders who will inevitably face both short-term and prolonged crises. In order to prepare for and
combat the negative impacts of crisis, leaders may implement practices that will be reviewed in
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greater detail in the following section. They include: 1) prioritization of resiliency-building and
inclusive practices in crisis communication; 2) apply adaptive leadership practices during crisis.
The first recommendation includes an application of the pillars of Figure 6 with
recommendations that offer specificity in the field of crisis management for educational leaders,
a gap noted by researchers in the literature (McCarty, 2012). Our team offers that by applying
these practices, leaders may be able to support the resiliency of school communities. These
communities include both those within the school building, such as staff, as well as those that
live within the community, including families and community members. School buildings are
centralized points of access and resource for communities; thus, we recommend that leaders
intentionally consider the implications of their crisis management and resilience-building
practices.
Recommendations for Leaders
Seegar (2006) offers that one of the challenges of developing best practices in crisis
communication is that there is a need to examine instances that occur less frequently and can
vary greatly in context, creating challenges for theorists to develop grounded approaches.
Additionally, crises are dynamic and often unpredictable scenarios in which leaders may not
benefit from a standardized approach to communication, though specific examples of practices
can be helpful in guiding its application (Seegar, 2006). With these considerations in mind, our
team seeks to provide insight into practice considerations for educational leaders that can be
explored and applied to a variety of crisis situations. We believe our research contributes to a
growing body of work that offers insight into the crisis management and resilience-building
practices of PK-12 leaders as highly influential members of a school community (Paredes et al.,
2021). Effective educational leadership can be equated to effective leadership with the necessary
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addition of the context of a school community (Smith & Riley, 2012). Our team utilized the
findings of our research along with the literature to offer new insight into practices leaders can
utilize to support the inclusion of the entire school community through a particular focus on the
use of counter-storytelling to elevate the voices of marginalized community members.
Further, our team asserts that these recommendations may be considered in the realm of
higher education and administrator preparation programs. McCarty (2012) offers that though
dynamic in nature, the general principles of crisis management is limited during many
administrators credentialing and preparation programs. Leadership training superintendents
receive during their preparatory programming can include structured leadership training in
communication; for example, a direct two-way communication with district leaders and
community using a communication audit or effectiveness study. An effectiveness study is a
management tool that helps target messaging intended to improve the perceptions and shared
sense-making of the stakeholders involved (McKenzie, 2015). District leaders can utilize such a
tool to assess and diagnose the health of their organization based on the engagement and
satisfaction of stakeholders. Leaders in administrative preparation programs may utilize this
example to highlight opportunities future school leaders may have to intentionally assess and
adapt their own communication practices.
Our team offers the following recommendations for leaders in education, but for leaders
training others, as well as those seeking insight into crisis management communication that
support the resiliency of the communities they serve.
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Recommendation 1: Prioritization of Resiliency-Building and Inclusive Practices in Crisis
Communication
Through an analysis of the literature and data, the team offers that leaders consider the
intentionality behind the utilization of both crisis management and resiliency-building practices
as there is much intersection between the two areas of practice (Boin & McConnel, 2007;
Paredes et al., 2021; Seegar, 2007). The literature indicates a high level of intersection between
the best practices in crisis communication and resilience-building, thus our team has created a
framework for consideration (Boin & McConnel, 2007; Seegar, 2006;). Figure 5 displays the
intersections of the crisis management and resilience-building practices as they relate to
supporting the development of resilient communities.
Figure 5

Crisis Management Practices and Resilience-building Practices to Foster
Resilient Communities

Our team offers Figure 6 as a combination of the data collected in this study along with
best practices from the literature, to create a new framework that centers on the cultivation of
resiliency within communities. The intentional utilization of resilience-building practices
improves individual and community level abilities to withstand adverse situations in the
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immediate as well as future situations (Paredes et al., 2021). In addition to best practices in crisis
management, leaders can utilize data to analyze the potential risks impacting the resiliency of the
communities they serve.
Figure 6

Leadership Practices for Building Resilient Communities

Consideration of Community Resiliency Risk Factors
As our team researched the impact risk factors have on communities, our definition of
communities shifts as risk factors are considered on a broader scale. Communities within the
context of resilience risk are defined as the local communities within state counties. The Census
Bureau (2020) defines state counties as the primary legal division of most states. Thus, most
counties are functioning governmental units.
Community resilience data found in the 2018 American Community Survey (ACS)
explains, “when disasters occur, recovery depends on the community’s ability to withstand the
effects of the events” (United States Census Bureau, 2021). The vulnerabilities within the
community partly determine the community's resilience to a disaster. Physical, social, and
psychological risk factors impact an individual’s vulnerability. As a result, some community
groups are less likely to have the capacity and resources to overcome the obstacles posed during
a crisis event. To measure vulnerabilities and to construct the community resilience estimate, an
ACS individual risk index is used (United States Census Bureau, 2021). ACS 11 risk factors for
household and individuals used are:
1. Income-to-Poverty Ratio
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2. Single or zero caregiver households - only one or no individuals living in the household
who are 18-64 years of age
3. Crowding – household residing within a high-density tract defined as 75% of the
population living in blocks with greater than 4,000 people per square mile
4. Communication barrier (i.e., linguistically isolated or no one in the household over the
age of 16 with a high school diploma)
5. No employed persons
6. Disability posing constraints to significant life activities
7. No health insurance coverage
8. Age
9. Serious heart condition
10. Diabetes
11. Emphysema or current asthma
For the State of Washington, Figure 7 displays the risk factors, by counties, with
percentages of residents in Washington that have three or more risk factors. The literature
expresses that stakeholders can plan, prepare, and mitigate strategies for supporting the resiliency
of their communities (Boin & McConnel, 2007). Specifically, school leaders have the
opportunity to look at forecasted data to determine how much of risk their community is to a
crisis and prepare accordingly with resilience-building language and strategies. Additionally, a
primary finding of this study indicates that the prioritization of community voice be considered
by educational leaders. Thus, administrators may utilize focus groups, surveys with feedback,
and public forums to seek feedback on communication and crisis management practices from the
community. When members of the school community are offered platforms that allow them
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opportunities to provide feedback to leaders, mutual trust is further developed and leaders are
able to adjust their practices and learn through their experiences (McCarty, 2012; Smith & Riley,
2012; Seegar, 2006).
Figure 7

Washington State County’s Thematic Map. Percentage of Residents with 3+ Risk
Factors

Community as Primary Collaborator
Our team analyzed the intersections between the notions of collaboration with the
community, supporting adaptability, and offering empathetic communication. When combined,
leaders can support the resiliency of their communities. During times of crisis, organizations like
schools that typically function with a top-down hierarchical approach to collaboration, must
consider the vital role horizontal collaboration can play in not only rising to the innovative
challenge that accompanies crisis, but to maintain and foster trust within the community (Daft,
2016; Bundy et al., 2017; Boin & McConnell, 2007; Smith & Riley, 2012). Trust-building must
predate crisis as it may be strengthened or harmed during prolonged periods of uncertainty
(Smith & Riley. 2012). Mutual trust can be built when leaders utilize clear and frequent
communication, both electronically, and in-person with school communities, supporting
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transparency and psychological safety (Killgore et al., 2020). Superintendents may host
community events and provide a monthly newsletter. The presence of these leaders at school and
community events, in conjunction with frequent and consistent communication, may provide
opportunities for conversations and connections as well as indicate to community members that
they are invested in the efforts of community members.
Smith and Riley (2012) offer that in times of crisis allow leaders to bypass rules that may
limit collaboration and connection. This notion can be examined as an opportunity to seize a
moment of innovation and collaboration, a concept that supports continued resiliency-building
within communities as members feel a sense of dedication and connection to combating the
negative effects of the crisis (Bundy et al., 2017; Boin & McConell, 2007). Specifically, leaders
must deploy early and consistent connections with community members and partners that predate
crisis situations (Seegar, 2006). Northouse (2019) offers that a practice of an adaptive leader is to
give the work back to the people as a way to engage them in problem solving. Specifically,
superintendents may create more community task forces that support efforts of the district based
on community needs. Superintendents may also seek to offer more opportunities for local
organizations to partner with schools outside of financial sponsorships. Perhaps a local parks
department offers safe spaces for students after school. The school leaders may choose to invite
individuals from those organizations into the buildings to provide more continuity between the
school building and the wider community. Utilizing the support of both outside organizations,
families, and community leaders may offer an opportunity for variety of diverse community
organizations, partnerships with parents, and student advisory councils to partner with the school
or district as a primary collaborator (Smith & Riley, 2012).
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Model and Support Adaptability
In addition to the intentional collaboration with community before, during, and after a
crisis, leaders can also encourage and model adaptability as a way to combat the adverse impacts
of sustained trauma on resiliency (Paredes et al., 2021; Seegar, 2006; Boin & McConnell, 2007).
When communities feel supported by a leader that is able to model and support the acceptance of
uncertainty, individuals begin to develop a more flexible mindset, allowing them to weather the
storm of constant and persistent change (Paredes et al., 2021). Not only may families respond to
a leader who is constantly adapting to new situations, but a representation of their fellow
community members in district communication may offer a level of representation, particularly
for individuals of marginalized populations, that the leader may not be able to pride in the same
way. This practice can also support the mental health of individuals within communities,
equipping them with the necessary tools and resources to face uncertainty as representation may
support their collective resilience (Paredes et al., 2021). The data from this study indicates that
while leaders in both the East and West case offered some language of adaptability, it was noted
in less than 20% of codes for each case. Perhaps, as the data was collected from a small amount
of forward-facing documents, leaders were offering this type of communication internally to staff
members. Though the school community includes staff members as well as the public,
acknowledgement of the importance of community resilience is warranted and should be
prioritized in the communication from leaders during a crisis.
Shared Experiences Through Elevation of Community Voices
Our team offers that while the empathetic communication of leaders is vital in supporting
the community, leaders will never be able to fully represent the experiences of all people(s)
within a community (Capper, 2015). Critical Race Theorists offer that by soliciting and truly
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prioritizing the voices of students, families, and community members of Color in decisionmaking, leaders can combat the majority narrative of the experiences of White individuals
through counter-story-telling (Capper, 2015). An additional layer of inclusivity provides the
notion that counter-storytelling is not only a combatant to a majoritarian narrative but is in fact
the truth of marginalized individuals and communities (Capper, 2015; Bell, 1976). Leaders can
better support the voices of BIPOC community members by engaging in antiracist initiatives at
the district and community levels, supporting the hiring of teachers and leaders of Color, and by
allowing these community members to share their own stories through collaborative efforts and
public platforms (Capper, 2015). This may include focus groups, shared feedback and results of
surveys, direct quotations, family spotlights as promoted by the superintendent, communication
audits, and frequent community forums.
Recommendation 2: Application of Adaptive Leadership Practices During Crisis
The research team, upon review of the data, recommends that leaders consider the
utilization of adaptive leadership practices during a crisis. The literature offers, leaders that can
demonstrate the ability to be nimble through difficult situations while prioritizing their actions
towards the needs of their followers, may minimize the negative impacts of a crisis (Coombs,
2007; Northouse, 2019;). Though many leadership theories were reviewed to inform the study,
the team chose to center on the practices that may best support resiliency-building amidst
prolonged crisis, much like the one explored during the course of this study. Aspects of authentic
leadership theory may be of support as well when leaders are seeking to provide empathetic and
transparent communication to stakeholders, however, adaptive leaders must also be aware that a
situational approach to leadership may support their flexibility in crisis communication
(Northouse, 2019). Findings indicate that practices from this leadership style may best offer
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direct support to the resiliency of a community (Boin & McConell, 2007; Paredes et al., 2021;
Northouse, 2019). Adaptive leadership practices can be utilized as leaders regulate their
emotional responses to offer clear and consistent communication during a response to crisis,
even if there are no definitive solutions (Boin & McConnell, 2007; Northouse, 2019). Consistent
communication in which the leader can provide psychological safety to the community they are
addressing, combats the negative impacts prolonged adversity can have on resilience (Killgore et
al., 2020; Wombacher et al., 2020). Additionally, adaptive leaders can utilize the practice of
protecting voices “from below” (Northouse, 2019; p. 270). In doing so, the leader consciously
practices elevating the voices of those in marginalized groups through the utilization of their
support and platform. The practices of adaptive leadership may be most supportive during a
crisis and may allow leaders to bridge these practices with those of transformational leadership
theory during the post-crisis period. Leaders that are able to find a tenacious and optimistic
approach to viewing crisis as an opportunity may be able to create lasting, transformational
change within the systems they lead (Northouse, 2019; Smith & Riley, 2012; Paredes et al.,
2021).
Recommendations for Future Research
The implications of this research include the need for further research of crisis
management practices of educational leaders. Our team offers that future studies review the role
of community voices in resilience-building practices. For example, the team offers that the lens
of CRT be applied to explore how these practices may impact the experiences of students,
families, and community members of color (Capper, 2015). Further, leaders may provide
education and engagement in dialogue that combat narratives perpetuated by the majority.
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Additionally, future studies may consider to further examine differences in
communication practices of school leaders. The superintendents in the Eastern case were
represented by two females, while two out of three were male in the Western case. The
breakdown in gender may be an explanation for the differences in frequency and consistency in
communication. Further research warrants an exploration of how gender within leadership
impacts consistency and frequency in communication with followers.
Strengths
The research team identified the following strengths for this critical case study.
Document Analysis
Our team selected to develop a comparative case study to analyze the data of forwardfacing documents as a way to explore the messages that school communities were receiving
throughout the closure of physical school buildings as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
opportunity to use a comparative case study allowed the research team to explore resiliency in
two bounded cases through the perspective of the school community (Boin & McConnell, 2007).
Further, the team was not limited to only documents, but also audiovisual materials such as
photographs, illustrations, or images, found publicly will be used (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Additionally, the data collected were all primary documents due to public access and publishing
through the districts. Through the use of publicly available documents, the research team was
able to have a consistent array of data sources such as school district websites, social media
outlets (i.e., Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook), and news media (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Our
ability to analyze the documents available to the public was a primary strength of the study as we
were able to note the context and potential impacts of access that school community members
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experienced. Through this process, we were able to explore what school communities did and did
not have direct access to during the pandemic.
Credibility
In order to strengthen the credibility of the study, the research team intentionally created
procedures and protocols. Prior to the coding process, the team developed guidelines to confirm
consistency. After the coding process, the team came together to discuss the codes and come to a
consensus on them. Further, the team discussed the data to identify any disagreements on codes.
From there, we analyzed the themes that emerged from each district and what concepts fell under
those themes to ensure reliability. Finally, the team talked through and discussed each of the
trends to develop the final round of themes that would then be used in the analysis which was
also thoroughly discussed as a team. This process allowed our team to analyze the present
themes to inform our analysis and recommendations.
Examination of Time Period
In order to be able to explore crisis communication during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
team examined communications over a period of time. Therefore, we chose to begin our
exploration in March-April of 2020 when physical building closures happened statewide. From
there, we discussed as a team the most crucial dates that consistent communication was needed
from superintendents and decided to look at the end of the school year (May-June 2020), the
beginning of the school year (August-September 2020), before winter break (NovemberDecember 2020,) and through to the one-year mark in (March-April of 2021). Consistent
communication amongst school leaders is vital in crisis communication (Smith and Riley, 2012).
When that consistent communication does not continue, it breaks the trust of the community
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resulting in future challenges (Cowan & Rossen, 2013; Daft, 2016; Liou, 2014; Smith and Riley,
2012).
Limitations
The research team identified the following limitations for this comparative case study:
Samples
The sample of this comparative case study included forward facing documents from six
school districts within two cases between the dates of March 2020 and April 2021. There were
five specific dates that researchers collected data from. Additionally, the forward-facing
documents included social media accounts as well as district websites. The team only sought to
explore the voices of superintendent leadership through direct messages from them, either via
signed documents or audiovisual recordings. This may have isolated other forms of
communication and voices within the communication process. Additionally, the PK-12 system
operates on a mechanistic top-down approach, which creates a process in which the
communication is received by the school community (Daft, 2016). The perception of
superintendents in communicating statewide mandates could have impacted the information
provided to the school community. This indicates that the results are not generalizable outside the
boundaries of this comparative case study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Daft, 2016;). The research
team took into consideration the limitation of exploring only forward-facing documents during
these specific time periods and did not exclude any documents that were accessible and
supportive of the comparative case study.
Researcher Comments
This comparative case study utilizing document analysis allowed researchers to engage in
the exploration of resiliency in the PK-12 environment during multiple worldwide pandemics,

RESILIENCE-BUILDING PRACTICES DURING COVID-19

110

including COVID-19. Further, researchers were able analyze resiliency in crisis management
through the lens of CRT. Specifically, the team engaged in conversations regarding the tenet of
majoritarian narrative under the CRT framework. This comparative case study lasted the course
of a year, and the team began after the COVID-19 pandemic had begun. Due to the pandemic,
the research team decided to conduct a document analysis that was able to explore the proposed
questions while simultaneously observing social distancing requirements. The research team
consists of three experienced educators within the PK-12 system who are all passionate about
racial equity and equity within the public school system. Our team members were teaching
students in various classroom settings throughout the course of this study. Those students and
their families were not only greatly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, but the racial divide
that has been continuously highlighted in the media. Specifically, during May of 2020, amidst
the early months of the pandemic in the United States, George Floyd, a Black man in
Minneapolis was murdered at the hands of a White police officer igniting global protests in
support of justice and accountability. The presence of multiple pandemics continues to have
traumatic and lasting impacts on the world. Our team was passionate about continuing this work
during these challenging times and thus we committed ourselves to engaging with the content in
this study deeply and collaboratively.
Conclusion
Even during multiple worldwide pandemics, the PK-12 public school system is expected
to operate to meet the needs of each school community. The purpose of this comparative case
study was to explore crisis management communication practices of PK-12 public school district
leaders in resiliency building within their school communities. The selected six school districts
bounded by two cases across the state of Washington offered insight into the crisis management
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communication practices of leaders. The data was examined through a CRT framework,
specifically the tenet of majoritarian narrative. The research team conducted an analysis of public
documents from all districts within each case during the five selected time periods over the
course of a year. The dates selected coincided with crucial time periods such as the beginning
and end of the school year as well as winter break when communities were out of school for two
weeks. The research team collected data specifically from superintendent communication of the
district via social media and district websites.
The research team used three research questions to analyze critical documents between
the two cases and explore how district superintendents use crisis communication to implement
resiliency-building. The researchers utilized the crisis management practices framework as well
as the resiliency building practices to develop a framework (Boin & McConnell, 2007; Seegar,
2006). After the document collection and coding process, the research team explored the
alignment all six data sets to identify what themes emerged among the two bounded cases. The
framework, themes, and the literature were considered to develop recommendations for leaders
that included a revised framework to support crisis management communication practices.
The findings presented that while the crisis management practices of collaboration with
community, demonstrating concern in communication, and fostering acceptance of uncertainty
were demonstrated, this was done so inconsistently amongst district superintendents in the
Eastern case and the Western case. Of note, was a successful application of consistent
communication found in the Western case. The literature demonstrates that during a prolonged
period of crisis, leaders must consistently and clearly communicate with the communities they
serve in order to support the resiliency of the community (Wombacher et al., 2017). The findings
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highlighted eight themes including social-emotional supports, collaboration, community,
resources and access, communication, gratitude and praise, perseverance, and racial equity.
The research team is making a primary recommendation of the utilization of resiliencybuilding practices with a focus on support of the school community. Specifically, leaders can
utilize the following practices: community as the primary collaborator, model, and support
adaptability, and share experiences through the elevation of community voices. Additionally,
leaders may utilize data to analyze potential risk factors impacting the resiliency of their
community (American Community Surveys, 2018). Finally, the team recommends that leaders
consider the application of adaptive leadership strategies while in the midst of a crisis. The
recommendations provided by the team, serve to support leaders in the implementation of
strategies to work towards resiliency amongst school communities.
As public school educators, the research team offers this comparative case study with the
intention that it will contribute to school leaders in building resilient school communities through
crisis communication. Additionally, the research team utilized the CRT framework as a lens in
hopes that it will be used moving forward for a more equitable PK-12 setting. The team has
optimism in the recommendations provided and should they show promise, the dedication and
engagement in this study will prove to be worth the time and determination. It is vital to support
school communities during a crisis, but it is even more important that leaders model the way
through voice and unwavering support.
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